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1. Introduction of topic and case 
International labour migration is a politically sensitive subject. While forms of 
migration have always shaped a part of human existence, in a world divided 
by borders and economic interests, geographic mobility has become more 
difficult and especially restricted for those who migrate to work in the lower-
end of the labour markets (Koponen et al., 2007; Sack, 1986). Nevertheless,  
International [labour] migrants are an important part of the phenomenon of 
globalization. They take advantage of the increased interdependence off the 
world's economies and find themselves a place, sometimes a very modest 
place, in the global labour market (R. Cohen, 1987). They are also active 
agents of globalization, establishing a dense network of connections between 
their places of origin and their places of settlement. (R. Cohen & Kennedy, 
2000: 202.) 
If the phenomenon of international migration1 is looked at in terms of its size, 
the question seems rather out of proportion. In figures for the year 20132, the 
world population was over 7,1 billion, while the number of international 
migrants was at approximately 232 million, representing 3,2 per cent of the 
total world population (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division, 2013b). The flow of international migrants is 
categorized according to the direction it is headed to geographically: a) 
South-South migration accounts for 36 per cent of international migration, b) 
South-North 35 per cent, c) North-North 23 per cent and d) North-South 6 per 
cent (ibid: 1). Additionally, migration is also discussed in terms of whether it is 
                                                 
 
1 The concept of internal migration is used to describe mobility within the borders of a nation 
state. It is difficult to estimate global numbers of internal migrants, as the methods for 
counting this type of mobility are very varied, but it is estimated that in year 2005 there were 
229 million internal migrants (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Population Division, 2013a: 14). However, the usage of the terms migration and migrant is 
limited to their international dimension in this thesis. 
2  In 2014 the world population reached 7,2 billion, but official data on international 
immigration is not yet available for the year (United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, Population Division, 2014). 
Mia Luhtasaari      5 
voluntary (labour or economic migrants – accounting for 93 per cent of the 
total migrants) or forced (refugees, asylum seekers and stateless persons – 
seven per cent of migrants) (OECD, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division, 2013).  
It is within this global context the research carried out for this master thesis is 
located. More specifically, it is focused on the South-North global labour 
migration of women that has taken place between Latin America and Spain 
especially from the 1990s onwards. Through case studies of Colombian and 
Ecuadorian women’s migratory trajectories I set out to explain some of the 
particularities of international migration patterns in Spain. The main purpose 
of the thesis is to explore how the lives of the women I interviewed have 
changed in the course of prolonged migration and how they interpret and 
evaluate their personal experiences. 
This study was framed by a research question on the interpretations migrant 
women give of their role in the global labour market. The hypothesis I had in 
constructing my research was that the goals women set for their migration 
have a key role in shaping their experience and in determining their position 
in the global labour market. As a researcher I wanted to understand how 
migrants relate to the conditions they are subjected to in these markets. My 
empirical findings highlight the importance of these goals to the 
interpretations they give of their experiences. 
This understanding sets in the importance of human agency of migrant 
women (Sen, 1999) and in this context it is important to note that women who 
migrate from the global South to work in the domestic and service sectors in 
the global North are easily represented as victims  or a monolithic category of 
poor, uneducated and repressed workers in the global movement of labour 
(Fernández Matos, 2006; Lutz, 2010; Vuorela, 1999). Among other studies, 
my research contributes towards correcting this misleading perception by 
constructing my study through the cases of Colombian and Ecuadorian 
women’s personal experiences in migration. To carry this out, the approach I 
take is based on postcolonial feminism, which highlights questions of 
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representation and identity (Vuorela, 1999). This approach has been 
important in visualizing minority women, such as migrants, in the mainstream 
research literature even though it also resuscitates questions on who can 
speak and for whom, as highlighted by Spivak (1995). In light of these 
ponderations, I consider that in my role as a researcher I am able to relate 
sufficiently to my informants’ experiences, because I too have migrated and I 
give their interpretations a space and a role in my research. This space allows 
also an interaction of these interpretations with relevant theories on migrant 
labour. 
As a brief introduction of my case, migration to Spain grew significantly 
between years 1997 and 2012, incrementing by almost a tenfold during that 
period (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014c). Many of these 
migrants originated from Latin America with the most numerous groups being 
from Ecuador, Colombia, Bolivia and Peru. As academic literature on 
migration (Delpino, Roll, & Biderbost, 2014; Gratton, 2007; Vicente Torrado, 
2006) has shown, and why I became interested in conducting research on it, 
what was unique about this migration was the marked feminine tendency of 
the arriving immigrants. This tendency has been called in the prevailing 
literature feminization of migration flows (Castles & Miller, 1993), which 
explains how flows of female migrants from the global South’s low- and 
middle-income counties in Eastern Europe, Latin America and South-West 
Asia are headed for the labour markets in high-income regions of the global 
North (Europe, the Middle-East and North America mainly). The feminization 
phenomenon has been explained by changes in the global and 
interconnected labour markets (Gratton, 2007; R. Cohen & Kennedy, 2000). 
Through these labour market changes women have become more feasible 
candidates for emigration due to their higher educational levels, incorporation 
to the labour force outside the domestic sphere and the lack of prospects in 
the labour market in their countries of origin (Gratton, 2007). It appears that 
migration becomes particularly relevant when it occurs in times of crisis. Not 
only is it placed under public and political scrutiny in destination countries, but 
analysis of the migration peaks also reveal a correlation between the two. 
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This was the case for both the Colombian and the Ecuadorian migrations in 
the late twentieth century, and the pattern seems to be repeating itself with 
the economic crisis that has affected Spain since 2008 through increased 
return migration. In times of crisis international migration can serve as a short-
term outlet for socio-political pressure, but it comes with a cost at the macro-
level for the country of origin as 
the more people wish, imagine and plan to emigrate, there will be less of those 
who think and act in constructing solutions to the problems that affect their 
daily lives in the country [of origin], a situation that leads to the exemption of 
the State in the search to the socio-political and economic problems of the 
country (Sánchez Carvajal, 2008: 104). 
Besides analysing these macro-level factors contributing towards migration, I 
consider the life-course perspective (Kruger, 1999) useful in the the meso- 
and micro-level analysis of the motivations which have guided the migration 
trajectories of the women interviewed for this research. I also look at some of 
the labour market conditions in Spain that enabled the absorption of mass 
arrival of foreign workers. The arrival of Colombian and Ecuadorian migrants, 
among others, led to “abrupt increases in supply” (Gratton, 2007) of workers 
willing to work in lower-end jobs. Employment in domestic service was 
amongst these sources of employment, making the option of hiring domestics 
feasible even for middle-class Spanish families that would not necessarily 
have considered it an option under different circumstances (Domingo Pérez, 
2008). 
As my research confirms most of arriving female migrants entered into labour 
market niches, which concentrated disproportionately large shares of workers 
with the same ethnic backgrounds (Gratton, 2007). In Spain such niches 
existed for migrant women to work primarily in domestic, care and service 
sectors, facilitated by the transition to the labour market of the autochthonous 
women. My empirical findings confirm the existence of such niches, especially 
in the early stages of migration. The social valorisation of the domestic 
service niche in particular tends to be low, but I will argue that in light of my 
research, the significance migrant women assign to it depends largely on the 
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goals they have set for the migration. In reference to the Latin American 
migration to Spain, I use the concept of recolonization of migration (Balibar, 
2004; Unda, 2012) to analyse some of the ties established during the colonial 
period and which continue in force (and reinforced) in the twenty-first century. 
I especially focus on its labour market implications, to conclude that on the 
micro- and meso-level global labour migration provides a means to enhance 
their personal and/or familial futures.  
The following section details how this thesis is outlined to analyse further the 
issues introduced here. 
 
1.1. Outline of the thesis 
In this thesis’ introductory Chapter 1 I begin by placing the studied 
phenomenon of Colombian and Ecuadorian women’s migration to Spain into 
a historical and macro-economic context. I also analyse some key 
components of the late 20th and early 21st Centuries’ immigration 
phenomenon in Spain with through relevant statistical data. After setting this 
framework I present my research questions together with an expression of my 
main research interests. The last part of the chapter consists of an outline of 
the methodology I used in conducting my field work and the resulting 
research data. 
Chapter 2 lays out the theoretical framework for my research, including a 
review of previous academic literature on the subject of female migration to 
Spain. In the theoretical analysis I take into consideration the general position 
of gender and migration in a globalised setting and I discuss the debates 
surrounding the migration-development nexus. I then focus on theoretical 
aspects related more directly with the phenomenon object of my study 
through concepts such as the feminization of migration, labour market niches 
and mobility together with the recolonization of migration approach. The 
chapter concludes with notes on the life-course perspective in the study of the 
implications migration has on an individual level. 
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The empirical data I gathered through interviews with Colombian and 
Ecuadorian women is presented in Chapter 3 using some of the theoretical 
perspectives from Chapter 2, but the main purpose of the chapter is to 
describe and analyse my primary research material through the issues that 
arose from the interviews. I present the migratory stages of my informants 
through their own stories and quotes by highlighting common aspects of their 
trajectories while also recognizing their individual life stories. 
In Chapter 4 I bring together analytical elements from both Chapter 2 and 
Chapter 3 to discuss the key findings that arose from my primary data and 
how these relate to the theoretical framework I have chosen. I focus first on 
issues regarding familial roles of migrant women, the importance of 
remittances and the role motherhood has had in defining the migratory 
experience of most of my informants. I also analyse some relevant questions 
concerning migrant labour, especially focusing on the interpretations my 
informants made of their experiences in light of relevant theoretical 
considerations. The final section of the chapter focuses on the international 
financial crisis of year 2008 and the Spanish recession that followed as well 
as the impact it has had on some of my informants and the changes the crisis 
has led to in the global positioning of Europe. 
The thesis concludes with a discussion about the results of my research in 
Chapter 5. 
 
1.2. Contextualization of Latin American migration to Spain within a 
colonial and global setting 
Spain’s interconnectedness with Colombia and Ecuador dates back to 
colonial times, when the latter two were under the Spanish rule from early 
sixteenth century to early nineteenth century. 3  During the colonial period 
                                                 
 
3  After independence from Spain in 1822, both Colombia and Ecuador (together with 
territories from modern day Venezuela, Panama, Peru, Guyana and Brazil) were part of the 
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Spanish was established as the primary language in the Hispanic Latin 
America and the cultural, institutional and religious settings instituted during 
that time are still evident in the twenty-first century. Colonial ties continue to 
mark relations between the former colonies and Spain as, for example, the 
contemporary Spanish legislation4 contemplates preferential access to the 
Spanish citizenship to nationals of the former colonies after two years of legal 
residence in the country (for other nationalities the years of residency 
required is ten). 
From a historical perspective, Europeans have been migrating towards Latin 
America for much longer that Latin Americans towards Europe. It is estimated 
that from the 1850s to 1930s some eight million Europeans had migrated to 
Latin America and this trend continued during the Second World War (Munck, 
2012: 25). Besides German and Italian migrants, many Spaniards headed for 
Latin America during and after the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) and this 
migration has re-emerged as a consequence of the economic recession in 
Spain from year 2008 onwards (Johanson, 2014). While this thesis sets out to 
study some of the specificities of Colombian and Ecuadorian migration to 
Spain, it must be noted that on a global level the majority of Latin American 
migrants are directed towards the United States, with estimates of a 38 million 
strong “Latino” population (Munck, 2012: 228). Nevertheless, Europe still 
constitutes an important destination for migrants from Latin American and 
Caribbean (LAC) countries. It is estimated that 83.3 per cent of LAC migration 
is destined towards the US and Europe, while intra-LAC migration accounts 
for approximately 14.6 per cent (Inter-American Dialogue, 2013: 49). 
Additionally consequences of colonialism included its cultural, socio-political 
and economic legacies, considered important here, because they 
                                                                                                                                           
 
Great Colombia formed to replace Spanish colonial Viceroyalty of New Granada. The 
Colombian and Ecuadorian became independent states when the Great Colombia was 
dissolved in 1931. (Williamson, 1992) 
4 Article 22 composed by the single article of Law 36/2002 of 8 October, modifying the Civil 
Code regarding nationality, valid January 9, 2003 onwards (Ministerio de la Presidencia, 
Agencia Estatal Boletín Oficial del Estado, 2002). 
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contextualize the phenomenon of migration into a wider array of 
interconnected issues. For example, the emerging economic infrastructure of 
post-independence Latin America was marked by the colonial period. 
Especially, according to the modernization theories5, and the Rostowian take-
off model within them, the colonial legacy put them in a less advantageous 
position when compared to the former British colonies, which had benefitted 
by her industrialization process (Munck, 2012). The modernization theories 
were strongly situated in the political and economic context of the Cold War of 
the 1950s and 1960s and they pursued the interests of the Western countries 
against Communist ideologies, marking to a large degree the Western politics 
on development cooperation led by the US (Ranta, 2014). (Keen, 1996; 
Williamson, 1992.) 
The capitalist interests modernization theories promoted were heavily 
criticized by the dependency school originated in Latin America. Especially 
influenced by Andre Gunder Frank’s “Capitalism and Underdevelopment in 
Latin America” (1969), the dependency school saw that the inequalities the 
capitalist system created were the reason why less privileged countries 
remained underdeveloped (Ranta, 2014). Accordingly, its focus on analysing 
the global division of labour continues to influence current Latin American 
scholars such as Unda and Alvarado (2012) in their recolonialism of migration 
approach (see section 2.4.1).  
Making generalizations over such a diverse region as Latin America is, of 
course, almost impossible. Globalization adds an additional dimension to the 
interconnected and complex realities of the region. On one hand, 
globalization has brought about greater communication possibilities, 
contributing towards the decrease of the isolation of Latin America,  while on 
the other, it has also given rise to social and political movements in the 
region, which seek alternatives to the Western models of democracy and 
                                                 
 
5 Modernization theories were based on models of European industrialization, based on the 
concept of a linear development process, which culminates in modern forms of capitalism 
(Kettunen & Vuola, 2014). 
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free-market economies in countries such as Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador 
(Reyes & Sawyer, 2011).  
It is within this global framework that the Colombian and Ecuadorian States 
operate. The following section focuses on the macro-level factors, which 
contributed towards the migration of many of their nationals in the late 
twentieth century and early 2000s. 
1.2.1. Colombia and Ecuador as emigrants’ countries of origin 
Mass emigration can, in many instances, be associated with historical 
moments of crisis such as war, ecological disaster or economic turmoil. It is 
mostly this third type of crisis that is relevant for my research. The mass 
migrations of both Colombian and Ecuadorian nationals have taken place 
especially during and after a crisis such as those provoked by the debt crisis 
in the 1980s, the 1997 financial crisis that started in East Asia in 1997 and the 
2007 international financial crisis (see section 4.4. for more).  
Both Colombia and Ecuador were included on the International Monetary 
Fund’s (IMF) list of fifteen highly indebted countries6 in 1982 (Edwards, 1989). 
This reduced significantly the countries’ ability to obtain international credit, 
and the IMF and the World Bank imposed Structural Adjustment Programs 
(SAPs) as a condition for obtaining more loans. The expected outcome of the 
cuts was to improve these countries’ ability to pay off their foreign debt, but 
the effect of the aggressive public expenditure cuts was devastating on the 
poorest sections of the countries’ populations. Amongst other measures, the 
SAPs meant cuts in public employment 7  and privatization of state-led 
industries. This in turn affected negatively the modest provisions public 
                                                 
 
6  IMF’s list of highly indebted countries included ten Latin American countries in total: 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, Philippines, Uruguay, and 
Venezuela along with the Ivory Coast, Morocco, Nigeria, and Yugoslavia (Edwards, 1989). 
7  Employment in Latin America can be categorized into both public/private and 
formal/informal spheres. As noted by Reyes and Sawyer(2011) :40), estimates from the turn 
of the Millennium indicate that between 30 and 70 per cent of the Latin American workforce 
has found sources of income through the informal sector, especially providing employment to 
the low-income social groups. (Koponen, Lanki, & Kervinen, 2007) 
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companies had contributed towards in Latin American welfare systems, 
causing not only unemployment, but also running down health care and social 
services that had previously benefitted the most the poorest sections of the 
populations. Women were more affected by the consequences of these cuts, 
because without adequate childcare or educational services, they had to 
retake a more significant role in the upbringing of their children. (Edwards, 
1989; Koponen et al., 2007; Munck, 2012.) 
In Ecuador subsistence farmers were particularly affected by the crisis in the 
1980s, causing male emigration from rural districts and small towns towards 
the United States. In the case of Colombia the SAP’s coincided with both a 
rupture of the International Coffee Agreement in 1989, which deregulated the 
price of the produce causing fluctuations, and a prolonged armed conflict in 
the country, which had negative political and security effects. Colombians had 
been migrating abroad (especially to the US and Venezuela) since the 1960s, 
but as the civil population became more affected by the consequences of war 
and the State’s inability to protect their safety and wellbeing, international 
migration increased proportionately, especially during the early 1990s. Figure 
1 visualizes the different proportions of Colombian and Ecuadorian emigration 
during this decade, highlighting the peak of Colombian migration between 
years 1990 and 1995 and the increased Ecuadorian emigration that followed 
the financial crisis in 1997 (Comisión Económica para América Latina y el 
Caribe, 2015). (Bérubé, 2005; Gratton, 2007; Sánchez Carvajal, 2008; Unda, 
2012.) 
The crisis of 1997 began as East Asian countries had to devaluate of their 
national currencies. This led to turmoil in the global markets, causing a 
slumber of especially the Ecuadorian economy, where it combined with low oil 
prices and floods. The country’s banking system collapsed, leading to 
intensified dependency on foreign debt and augmented poverty to 56 per cent 
(Jokisch, 2014). Faced with the consequences of the crisis and without a 
systematic social security system to appellate the negative effects it had, 
many Ecuadorians chose to emigrate (see Figure 1). In the Spanish case, 
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1.2.2. Spain as an immigrant recipient country 
The colonial ties between Latin American countries and Spain made it a 
viable option for migrating, especially because it offered employment 
opportunities for both female and male migrants at the lower-end of its labour 
market. This was possible because of the economic growth brought about in 
Spain by the introduction of a constitutional monarchy after the end of 
General Franco’s dictatorship in 1978 and its membership to the European 
Union in 1986. These changes rapidly transformed it from a country of 
emigration to one of immigration with rising numbers of immigrants from the 
late 1980s onwards. An immigration “boom” took place at the turn of the 
millennium (see Figure 2) with an almost nine fold increase of the number of 
foreign residents8 between years 1997 and 2012. Spain went from having 
499.773 foreign residents in 1995, ten years on the figure had risen to 
2.738.932 in 2005 and by 2014 the official number was at 4.905.495 after 
peaking at 5.411.923 in 2012 (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 
2014c). The moderate decrease in the numbers of foreign residents in 2013 
and 2014 can most likely be interpreted as a delayed consequence to the 
economic recession in Spain (as discussed in section 4.4), even though the 
full effects of the ongoing crisis on migration trends is still not clear at the time 
of writing this thesis. (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014c.)  
Overall it can be said that until the beginning of the twenty-first century, the 
majority of immigrants in Spain were of West European origin. This tendency 
began to change during the “migration boom” described above. From the 
1990s to late 2000s the Spanish economy was demanding large numbers of 
non-qualified labour to work in its domestic, care and service sectors besides 
the agricultural, construction and industrial sectors. By the year 2008 the four 
                                                 
 
8 I make reference here to foreign residents here, as the data reflects only of those who had 
legal residence. The fact that people entered and stayed on without a corresponding visa, is 
relevant when reading the data on immigration population as no irregular migrants form part 
of the official statistics, even though this was the real status of many Colombian and 
Ecuadorian nationalities, who until 2008 did not require an entry visa. Since this has been 
required by these nationalities (together with the Bolivian and the Peruvian) to enter into the 
signatory countries of the Schengen Agreement (EUR-lex, 20.3.2008). 
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most numerous nationalities were all representatives of presumably labour 
migrants, having statistically outnumbered other motives for residency9 (even 
though the specified motivation of concession not identified in the data). 
In this context, the presence of Ecuadorian nationals rose from the 33rd most 
numerous nationality in 1996 (2.913 registered residents) to the second place 
in the years between 2001 and 2006 (fourth in 2014 with 210.304 registered 
residents) (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014c). This evolution is 
visible in the following Figure 3.  
Colombians nationals have had a more numerous presence in Spain than 
Ecuadorians. In 1996 Colombians represented the 15th most numerous group 
of foreign residents (7.865 registered residents), occupying the third place 
between 2003 and 2006, but then retreating to the eight position in 2013 and 
2014 (with 147.986 registered residents) (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad 
Social, 2014c).  
                                                 
 
9 In 2008 Romania, Morocco, Ecuador and Colombia were the most numerous nationalities 
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What becomes evident from Figures 2 and 3, is the reduction in the number 
or registered residents from year 2012 onwards. In the case of both 
Colombian and Ecuadorian citizens, the figures started to decline after 
reaching a high point in 2009 (287.168 and 440.294 registered residents 
respectively) and by 2014 the total numbers had fallen to 147.986 
Colombians and 203.654 Ecuadorians (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad 
Social, 2014c). One can only hypothesize over the possible explanations to 
this data variation, but there are three possible explanations: the first one is 
the acquisition of the Spanish citizenship (after which they no longer form part 
of the statistics on foreign residents) and the second it that they have 
returned to their countries of origin or migrated somewhere else. The third 
option is that due to prolonged unemployment, these foreign nationals have 
not been able to maintain their legal residential permit, becoming irregular 
migrants no longer reflected in official data. The first two scenarios are 
explored further in relation to my primary data in section 3.4.3 on citizenship 
and section 3.5.1 on possible return to their country of origin.  
After the above contextualizing sections on the migratory phenomenon of 
Colombian and Ecuadorian nationalities object of study in the present thesis, 
the rest of this chapter establishes some key considerations of the research 
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1.3. Research questions 
In order to highlight the experiences of the migrant women I interviewed 
within the chosen theoretical framework, I set out to answer the following 
research question: 
How do migrant women interpret their role in the global labour market? 
This question will be explored through the following sub-questions:  
• What is the role of the goals they set for migration in assessing their 
experience? How did these goals affect their labour market position and 
familial roles? 
• How have their sources of employment changed during migration? How 
has the Spanish recession affected them? What are their future 
aspirations? 
 
1.4. Research interest 
The above research questions became an area of interest for me based on 
my personal and professional experiences. Having migrated myself, I could 
easily relate to my research topic. I was familiar with some life-stories of 
Colombian and Ecuadorian women, so I knew they were a viable topic for 
research. I lived in Madrid for six years, which made it a logical choice to 
conduct my field work there. It was relatively easy for me to locate informants 
through my existing networks, and I had a previous knowledge of the social 
and geographic structure of the city and Spain as a country. This allowed me 
to merge back into a familiar setting during my field work without the need for 
an adaptation period. Additionally, before my MA studies, I worked mostly in 
immigration related areas at governmental and non-governmental instances 
in Spain and Finland. Overall, these reasons have been a guiding stimulus 
throughout my studies, as I am interested in the interconnectedness of 
development and migration.  
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As discussed further in section 2.2, on general terms, researchers have not 
reached a consensus on the existence of a connection between the two 
phenomenona (whether development or the lack thereof, contributes towards 
migration) (T. Faist, 1997). I consider the research I have carried out of this 
Master thesis contributes towards this debate, because first and foremost my 
focus is in highlighting my informants own interpretations of their experiences 
within the context of the chosen theoretical frameworks. In choosing my 
research topic, I chose to focus on a) women, because one of the 
characteristics of the Latin American immigration Spain in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s has been its feminine tendency, and b) on the two most 
numerous groups of Latin American nationalities in Spain, which are 
Colombian and Ecuadorian, because of a need to focus my research rather 
than attempting to study all Latin American nationalities or to generalize my 
research conclusions to them.  
 
1.5. Research methodology 
In order to carry out my research I used the qualitative research methodology 
of carrying out open in-depth interviews with Colombian and Ecuadorian 
women living in Spain. To bridge the results from primary data together with 
wider theoretical debates I also use some secondary statistical data in the 
analysis. I consider this methodological approach practical for establishing 
the relevance of my research in connection with the debate surrounding the 
position of immigrants and their role in the labour market in the destination 
country, thus making my interpretation of the research data positivist in 
nature, because it reflects the informants’ relationship with the wider context. 
(Hirsjärvi, Remes, & Sajavaara, 2007.) 
1.5.1. Primary data collection 
Choosing to use open interviews in the collection of primary data made sense 
to me as a researcher, because it enabled me to bring out the experiences of 
the interviewed immigrant women. Thus the informants told their stories in 
their own words and expressed their motivations, experiences and 
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perceptions without a rigid interview structure. (Hirsjärvi et al., 2007; 
Silverman, 1993.) 
The interviews took place in Madrid, Spain in May 2014 and in total I 
interviewed 14 women, 12 of them being individual life story interviews and 
one group interview with two informants at the same time (6 were of 
Ecuadorian origin and 8 of Colombian origin). Though the number of 
informants may seem limited, I consider it to be sufficient to get a glimpse of 
the trajectories migrant women have had in Spain and their personal 
interpretations of it. The purpose of this research is not to pretend to be 
representative of the migrant women’s collectives (in 2014 the number of 
resident Colombian women in Spain was 81.472 in 2014 and 96.129 
Ecuadorians10 (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014c). Therefore 
the aim of this research is to provide a more in-depth study of the cases 
collected rather than presenting results that could be generalized on a larger 
scale.   
The main criterion for selecting my informants was a) their nationality, b) that 
they had lived in Spain for at least ten years prior to the interview and c) that 
their primary motivation for migrating had been for economic reasons. 
Assessing a posteriori the criterion I used, firstly, the decision to limit the 
nationality of the informants to two was practical, because choosing a wider 
range of Latin American nationalities would have made it more difficult to 
draw conclusions from the data. The Ecuadorians and Colombians are the 
most numerous Latin American migrant groups in Spain, which made it 
relatively easy to find informants for the purpose of my research. The second 
criterion of years in Spain was fulfilled with all informants: the average time 
they had been in Spain was 17 years, ranging from 12 to 40 years of stay. 
The third criterion of economic migrants was more complicated to fulfil, 
because even if eight of the informants did express economic motivations 
behind their decision to migrate, six mentioned either educational reasons or 
                                                 
 
10 These figures do not include those who have acquired the Spanish nationality. 
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the search of new experiences as main reasons for leaving their place of 
origin. Even though the set criterion was not completely met, I still found the 
contribution of these six informants significant, because they represent the 
diversity amongst these migrant groups and they had also had their struggles 
in establishing and maintaining their legal status, finding employment etc.  
In order to gain access to the field, I established contact with the final 
informants through five gatekeepers I personally knew in Madrid. This 
approach correlates with Vallance’s (2001, cited in Berg, cop. 2009: 194) 
suggestion of accessing the field “through introduction and referrals” 
necessary to produce a snowballing effect to reach the final interviewees. 
Then in the interview situations, some of my informants were very helpful in 
offering to introduce their own acquaintances they considered useful for my 
research. From such referrals I gained access to six of my interviewees. 
(Berg, cop. 2009.) 
Reviewing the chosen snowball effect, it did result an effective method for 
reaching women through the unofficial channels11 that already existed for me 
on a personal level and which I took advantage of now as a researcher. 
Aware of the risk of reaching informants with a similar profile, I made sure 
they were contacted through different gatekeepers, thus seeking diversity in 
accessing the informants.  
In carrying out data collection in the field I had limitations of time, which also 
resulted in limitations of geographical mobility. For economic and personal 
reasons I only disposed of ten days to carry out the interviews. This made it 
necessary to locate the informants efficiently and to stay in only one location. 
Even though the time I spend gathering my primary data was relatively short, 
I found it to be sufficient, as the context was already very familiar to me from 
having previously lived there. Geographically I did not feel that interviewing 
only women living in Madrid limited the reach of my study, because the issues 
                                                 
 
11  I did initially contact immigrant organizations in Spain, but this approach resulted 
unsuccessful due to a lack of response on their behalf. 
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that arose in the interviews were mostly unrelated to this particular city, but to 
Spain in general: the job markets, the social location of the informants and 
their sense of belonging. For these reasons I chose to include Spain as the 
geographical area in the title of this master thesis. 
1.5.2. Working with data and ethical considerations 
Once the data was transcribed, I went over the audio data and written 
transcriptions several times in order to locate the multi-layered meanings and 
connections between the data and theory. Through the analysis I found that 
several themes arose, marking common themes amongst the interviews, 
which would also connect with the chosen theoretical approaches. Some of 
these themes were the result of direct questions on my behalf, but most were 
issues the informants brought up by themselves. This gave me a wide array 
of themes to work with, and in retrospect the chosen open interview method 
gave me a rich material to work with, but it also represented challenges in 
finding common themes. Fortunately the informant profile I had chosen was 
narrow enough to give rise for the same issues, even if they were expressed 
and approached from a different angle by each informant. 
For the purposes of writing this thesis, the identities of my informants have 
been changed in order to protect their privacy and their personal information. 
For me as a researcher, it came as a surprise that some of my interviewees 
have tried to stay in touch with me, even though I did not intend to establish 
friendships with them nor did I promise to stay in touch. From a researcher’s 
ethical perspective I do not consider it appropriate to encourage their 
attempts and I do not intend to maintain long term contact with them. For 
now, I have cordially replied to their initial messages out of a sense of 
gratitude towards them – after all they have shared their personal stories with 
me and they made my research possible. 
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2. Theoretical and conceptual framework with an overview of previous 
literature 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce and review theoretical approaches 
relevant for my research. The topic of global labour migration touches upon a 
wide array of theoretical frameworks, as highlighted by the vast body of 
existing academic literature. The previous literature mentioned are but a few 
examples and by no means does the review pretend to be fully exhaustive. 
Regarding the academic literature on the migration of Latin American women 
to Spain, the most influential pieces of literature for my research were the 
studies written by Latin American or Spanish scholars on related issues 
(Domingo Pérez, 2008; Oso Casas, 2011; Unda, 2012; Vicente Torrado, 
2006). I found that this literature can be categorized into publications 
describing the phenomenon on general terms or case studies of specific 
aspects that are interconnected with it.  
In the first category, Anguiano Téllez (2002) analyses labour trajectories and 
occupational trajectories of Latin American migrants in Spain. Domingo Pérez 
(2008) studies gender relations in the context of global female migration to 
Spain, focusing specifically on questions of fertility and the heterogeneity of 
employment opportunities available for migrant women. Fernández Matos 
(2006) discusses the dominant discourse and the triple discrimination Latin 
American migrant women are subject to.  Gratton (2007) bases his review of 
the Ecuadorian migration to Spain and the United States on statistical and 
theoretical analysis of the labour markets, background of the migrants and 
the creation of niches. Unda and Alvarado (2012) discuss on issues of 
feminization of migration related to topics such as emancipation, motherhood, 
power relations within families, and recolonialism. Additionally, many 
academic publications have been written specifically about the phenomenon 
of Latin American migration to Spain, including, for example, Delpino et al. 
(2014), Garcia Ballesteros (2009), Vicens Otero et al.(2006) and Vicente 
Torrado (2006). 
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The other side of the spectrum includes authors such as Alcalde Campos 
(2014), who studies the question of single parenting amongst Latin American 
women in Spain. While Cortina Trilla (2010) looks at the cohabitation patterns 
amongst this collective. Domingo (2010) has carried out census data analysis 
on the occupation and home structures of Dominican and Ecuadorian 
migration to the United States and Spain. Herrera Mosquera (2005) studies 
Ecuadorian women’s role in transnational care chains. Gil Araujo (2014) looks 
at the domestic work carried out by Latin American migrant women and public 
policy. Mujica (2006) also analyses domestic work, but in relation to the 
Spanish families’ conciliation strategies. Oso Casas (2011) analyses issues of 
family and labour mobility amongst the Latin American collective, the latter 
topic also covered by Santiago Lista et al. (2014). Unzueta et al. (2013) look 
into the Latin American migration from the perspective of employment in care 
sectors. 
The research intends to bring the above perspectives closer by combining the 
theoretical considerations introduced in this chapter with the experiences of 
the interviewed women described in greater detail in Chapter 3.  Migration 
constitutes a wholesome experience for those who live it, making it necessary 
to include a broad theoretical and conceptual framework to sustain the 
present research. In the following sections I focus especially on the diverse 
aspects involved with global labour migration. On one hand these include 
discussion on some general topics such as global migration, feminization of 
migration and the concept of recolonization of migration to frame my research. 
On the other, the theories on migrant employment niches, occupational 
mobility and life-course serve as direct tools for my later analysis. However, I 
start off this section with an overview of the commonalities between gender 
and migration studies. 
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2.1. Gender and migration in a globalised context 
While “a gender analysis emphasises the significance of broader social 
factors involved in influencing women’s and men’s roles and their access to 
resources, facilities and services” (Piper, 2008: 1288), it was not a major 
consideration in neither migration nor development academic literature until 
fairly recently. In terms of development theories such as the modernization 
theory (already briefly discussed in section 1.1), gendered differences 
between the sexes were not taken into consideration until the 1960s and 
1970s under the growing influence of women’s studies (later called “gender 
studies”). During that time it became widely accepted that gender 
considerations needed to be taken into account when discussing the effects 
of development and/or poverty, because the effects are different for women 
and men. Since then “women’s movements, gender studies and many UN 
institutions have offered continuously examples of how changes in society 
and measures [such as the SAPs] affect women and men differently” 
(Koponen et al., 2007: 242). It is now understood in academic research 
(Kabeer, 1994; Momsen, 2004; Visvanathan, Duggan, Nisonoff, & 
Wiegersma, 1997 just to mention a few) that the restraining conditions of 
poverty limit women’s lives more severely than men’s. These conditions are 
maintained by the prevailing cultural and structural norms that discriminate 
against women, making it more difficult for them to overcome the conditions 
of poverty and to claim economic and political agency. Gender, however, is 
not the only differentiating factor between people. As Vuola and Vuorisalo-
Tiitinen (2014: 176) point out, gender studies have also focused on the 
differentiating factors of class, ethnicity and political orientation amongst 
women, making it questionable to speak of generic concepts such as “Latin 
American women” 12 as such. (Koponen et al. 2007.)  
In the realm of migration studies, gender did not become a focus of major 
research until as late as the 1980s, when academic literature (Morokvasic, 
                                                 
 
12 “Latin American women” is, nevertheless, a term I resort to in the present text, even though 
I am aware of the generalisations involved in its usage. 
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1984; Phizacklea, 1983) began to look into women’s presence in the global 
migration flows. Until then, studies on migration were focused on 
heterosexual males, who were expected to be the initiators of migratory 
decisions and those who primarily migrated within the households. Moreover, 
Bjeren (1997: 223) points out that “gender was for a long time an ignored 
social relation in general migration research”. Whereas women have 
indisputably always formed part of migration flows, they were perceived as 
companions of male migrants, without an active role in the process (Lutz, 
2010). As a pattern of independent female migration began to emerge in 
relation to the independent mobility of women from Latin American countries, 
Philippines and Sri Lanka to labour markets in high-income countries, the 
relevance of gender in migration studies became more apparent and 
necessary. Overall it is to be recognized that gender is an organizing principle 
in people’s lives as well as within migration flows and “the inevitable 
conclusion is that migration is a gender-differentiated process and must be 
understood as such” (Bjeren, 1997: 223).  (R. Cohen & Kennedy, 2000; Lutz, 
2010.) 
Questions of human agency, mentioned above with reference to gender 
studies, are relevant also in terms of migration as it sees women “as active 
agents of change: the dynamic promoters of social transformations that can 
alter the lives of both 13  women and men” (Sen, 1999: 189). Taking into 
consideration the focus of my research, two factors in Sen’s agent-oriented 
approach are especially relevant: women’s role in the intra-familial decision 
making and women’s right to gain an independent living outside the home. 
While patriarchal family structures prevail in Latin American countries with 
men in private and public positions of power and authority (Keen, 1996; 
Kettunen & Vuola, 2014; Unda, 2012), the trajectories of my informants reveal 
that many women act as heads of family, including the responsibility of 
providing economic support to their children and other family members. This 
role is intensified especially when women take part in the migration of 
                                                 
 
13 Italics in original. 
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international labour, which has been facilitated in the course of globalization 
(expanding markets, technological changes, permeable borders, and 
shrinking space and distances) from the late twentieth century onwards. 
Issues related to globalization are also relevant in some of the nexuses 
between migration and development, as analysed in the following section. 
(Beneria, 2003; Beynon & Dunkerley, 2000; R. Cohen & Kennedy, 2000; S. 
Sassen, 2000.) 
 
2.2. Migration-development nexus 
The effects of development in generating migration are multifaceted, as are the 
effects of migration in enhancing or hindering local development. Because the 
migration-development nexus transcends national boundaries by its very 
nature it demands cross-national analysis, cooperation between states, and at 
times cooperation between migrant groups and local governments. (Nyberg 
Sørensen, Van Hear, & Engberg-Pedersen, 2002: 289.) 
The quote above reflects the complexities of the migration-development 
nexus. Having researched available academic literature on the matter, I 
incline towards a pluralistic interpretation14 of the connection between the two 
(T. Faist, 2008; Schiller, 2010). This interpretation is based on the 
understanding that it is difficult to draw conclusions on the effects 
development may, or not, have on migration and vice versa. These effects 
are multi-layered and entail knotty questions, making it challenging to study 
their correlations both spatially and in time (Vullnetari & King, 2011). 
Nevertheless, it is unquestionable that international migration serves as 
bridge (along with enhanced global communications and travel) between 
                                                 
 
14 Other interpretations are a pessimistic and an optimistic interrelation. In the pessimistic 
interpretation migration hinders the development of the countries of origin and it is a 
fundamental expression of underdevelopment – structuralist, neo-Marxist, cumulative-
causation and dependency theories. In the optimistic interpretation, which is centered on 
migrants’ agency, migration is viewed as a micro- or meso-level solution to poverty – 
neoclassical equilibrium model and the “new economics of migration” model (Vullnetari & 
King, 2011 enlist academic authors for both interpretations on pages 19 and 21).   
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sending and receiving countries. It also entails the exchange of “economic 
and non-economic resources and flows, and includes the exchange of 
money, knowledge, and universal ideas” (Nyberg-Sørensen, 2002, as cited in 
Bailey, 2010: 376). It is this global exchange within the migration-
development nexus Davies (2007) criticises when considering the circulation 
of postcolonial constructions through the diasporic communities, which may 
transfer to their countries of origin dominant ideas and conceptions about the 
globalised political economy, without directly benefiting from them. 
2.2.1. The interconnected levels of the nexus 
The globalised context has also facilitated an “era of migration” (Castles & 
Miller, 1993), which is recognized to have micro-, meso- and macro-level 
implications in academic literature, as detailed in this section. On the micro-
level, labour migration can offer additional work and personal alternatives to 
the individual migrant, while it also entails physical, economic and social risks 
(Biondo, 2013; Chen, 2009). On the meso-level, it can work as a strategy 
towards an enhanced and more secure economic position of a family unit, 
even if it means a (temporal) absence of a family member (T. Faist, 1997). 
While the focus of my analysis is on the first two levels, the macro-level 
considerations are important when connecting my research to a wider debate 
surrounding the migration-development nexus. The macro-level debate 
reviewed in this section concentrates on topics such as the policy coherence 
agenda, the effects of brain drain/ overflow and remittances. (Cadwallader, 
1992; Massey, 1990 cited in Malmberg, 1997; Lutz, 2010.) 
The first topic, the agenda calling for coherence between migration and 
development cooperation policy areas, has been promoted by both individual 
States and institutions such as the European Union especially since the late 
1990s (Bailey, 2010; European Parliament, 1999). The aim of the agenda is 
to integrate migration and asylum policies into the institutional relations and 
development cooperation measures with countries of origin and transit 
considered key in the management of the global movement of people 
(McKeever, Schultz, & Swithern, 2005).  
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The agenda rises an underlying preoccupation amongst scholars and non-
governmental actors about the risk of intertwining an internal policy 
(migration) with an external policy (development cooperation) shall lead to the 
first possibly dictating the course of the second (Iglesias Sánchez, 2010; 
Nyberg Sørensen et al., 2002). Moreover, inconsistencies do exist in the 
possible geographic areas of action of a “coherent” policy, because the low-
income countries where development cooperation measures usually take 
place rarely coincide with middle-income countries of origin or transit of 
migrants (Advisory Council on International Affairs, 2005). An additional issue 
that needs to be taken into consideration, just in terms of migration, is the 
spectrum of related economic, labour and social policies that exceed the 
parameters of the sought coherence. In other words, “cooperation for 
migratory means” is not synonymous for “development cooperation” 
(Karatani, 2006: 141) and the aim of development cooperation ought not to 
be the control and management of migration. Rather, migration should be 
understood as a characteristic of development (and human nature) and the 
key aim of cooperation should be the sustainable and long term reduction of 
poverty.    
The second topic is focused on the possible effects that international labour 
emigration has on the development of the countries of origin. While it is 
recognized that “the deficiency of human capital is the main reason why poor 
countries remain poor” (Stark & Wang, 1999: 2), there is debate on whether 
the consequences of emigration are negative (causing a “brain drain”) or 
positive (causing a “brain overflow”) for the country of origin. 15  Labour 
emigration is typically initiated when the individual is at the peak of her 
(re)productive twenties or thirties and by those able to endure better risks and 
resolve problems – and often with a higher educational level than the country 
medium (Fischer, Martin, & Straubhaar, 1997). From the 1960s onwards, the 
emigration of people with this profile has been associated with the 
                                                 
 
15 For academic research on the effects of brain drain and/or overflow, please refer to the 
likes of Akimov (2010), Balaz (2004), Kaba (2004; 1989), and Oommen (1989). The concept 
of “brain circulation” is also made reference to by, for example Le (2008) and (Blouin, 2011) 
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phenomenon of brain drain, which is considered to have disproportionately 
negative effects for the country of origin. Even if it occurs on a small scale, 
the drain is considered an obstacle for the socioeconomic development in a 
poor country. (Hansen, Koehler, & Money, 2011; Hugo & Stahl, 2004.)  
On the contrary, the effects of the so-called brain overflow are considered 
positive for the country of origin – as long as the volume of emigrants 
maintains below a critical level that does not affect the availability of workers. 
Emigration is associated with the alleviation of pressure in the domestic 
labour market, thus enabling the labour demand to adjust to the opportunities 
available. This is considered especially positive when a country is 
experimenting large scale youth unemployment (associated with social unrest 
and security issues). (Hugo & Stahl, 2004; Stark & Wang, 1999.)  
However, there is no conclusive theory on the validity of neither the brain 
drain nor overflow perspectives, and their interpretations are always context 
specific (D. C. OECD, 2008). Overall, Stark and Wang (1999: 2) argue that a 
country that promotes a culture favourable towards migration, it motivates its 
nationals to improve their human capital (education, language skills etc.). 
According to the authors, on a micro-level, if an individual thinks her efforts 
shall contribute towards a more elevated income and wellbeing, the rise in 
her human capital has macro-economic benefits, independently of whether 
she migrates or not. 
The third topic, remittances, is also an issue on upon which there is no 
definitive agreement. Academic researchers concur upon the poverty 
alleviating effects of remittances on the meso-level (Adams, 1991; Adams, 
2005; Brown, 2013; Heilmann, 2006). The economic position and acquisitive 
level is improved for family members directly benefitting from the money 
transfers sent from abroad, even if the remittances are destined to 
consumables and not invested long term (see section 4.1.1 for more). 
However, the macro-level contributions of remittances towards economic 
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development are less direct and more complex to study 16 . Official 
international remittances are an important source of external founding, 
second only to direct foreign investment in developing countries 17 (World 
Bank, 2004 in Adams, 2005: 1645), but rarely are these invested directly 
towards national economic development. As said before, the poverty 
reductive effect of remittances concentrates at the meso-level, with a trickle 
effect to the local economy 18 , but without a real possibility for the 
governmental institutions to influence how they are used.  
Brown and Connell (2006) have shown that the positive potential of 
remittances on the local economy of the country of origin palliates to some 
degree the negative effects of brain drain. The remittance debate obtains a 
gendered tone especially in contexts in which either men or women have 
been the main participants in mass emigration. As Vullnetari (2011: 39) 
highlights, conventional academic research has suggested that from a meso-
level perspective, women are considered more reliable emigrants as they are 
believed to send a higher share of their income home than their male 
counterparts. Nevertheless, she notes (ibid: 39) that “empirical evidence on 
the topic, however, has so far been inconclusive and results vary by 
indicators, country of origin, research methodology and even within the same 
migrant group”.  
If migration is pursued with the purpose of sending remittances to the country 
of origin, I would argue that the meso-level decision on the family member 
who leaves is defined to a large degree by what is known about the labour 
market opportunities and recruitment policies of the receiving countries (T. 
Faist, 1997). This information helps to determine whether male of female 
                                                 
 
16 For studies on the macro-level impacts of remittances, see for example Brown (2013), 
Guha (2013) and Zárate Hoyos (2008). 
17 Official international remittances to developing countries surpass official development aid 
by more than a double. This does not include the money flows entering the economy through 
unofficial and informal channels. (Adams, 2005.) 
18 Much has been written about the local effects of remittances; see for example Adams 
(1991), Gustafson (1993), and Taylor (1999). 
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family members have a higher probability of finding employment and thus 
sending remittances. Changes in the labour markets have opened up 
opportunities for women to find employment and this has been a key factor 
influencing the feminization of migration flows, a topic discussed in the 
following section. (T. Faist, 1997.)  
 
2.3. Feminization of migration 
In the Spanish case the early phases of the mass arrival of migrants from 
Latin American countries data highlights its feminine tendency. Therefore, it is 
correct to state that the protagonists of the migratory projects are women, 
who have arrived and established residence in the Spanish territory (Vicente 
Torrado, 2003 in Vicente Torrado, 2006), but the extent of that prominence 
shall be discussed later on in this section.  
When women represent more than a half of the migration flow between 
specific countries, academic literature denominates it feminization of 
migration. The term was first used by Castles and Miller (1993) to describe 
the fact that women were outnumbering men within the flows of international 
migration as evidenced by research19, which showed that women especially 
from the regions of Eastern Europe (Albania, the Baltic countries, Poland 
etc.), Latin America and the Caribbean (Colombian, the Dominican Republic, 
Ecuador, Mexico etc.) and South-East Asia (the Philippines and Sri Lanka) 
were migrating alone to pursue employment in countries such as Canada, 
Hong Kong, the Middle East, the United States and Member States of the 
European Union. The type of initial employment available for these women in 
the labour markets of the destination countries was typically comprised of 
domestic and care work of children and the elderly – a topic discussed further 
at the end of this section and in the following section 2.4. Additionally, in the 
                                                 
 
19 Lutz (2010: 1651) mentions some large-scale studies that have confirmed the existence of 
the feminization phenomenon: Carling (2005) and the Global Commission on International 
Migration (2005). 
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Spanish case it needs to be recognized that restaurant and cleaning services 
constituted another source of employment for Latin American women, 
facilitated by the absence of linguistic barriers. (Lutz, 2010.) 
The feminization of the migration flows, as evidenced during the early phases 
of large scale migration of Colombians and Ecuadorians to Spain, highlights 
the pitfalls of the dominant discourse regarding female migrants. As 
Fernández Matos (2006) writes in her article, women have perceived as 
threefold victims for being a woman, a migrant and a poor person who is 
merely following her partner or being sent abroad by male family member’s 
decision. According to the author (ibid: 85), this does not always correspond 
to the women’s perceptions of themselves, and my research confirms that this 
perception does not fit the profile of the women I interviewed as none of them 
spoke of themselves in terms of being a victim and only two of them had 
moved to Spain with their husbands. Moreover, some of them expressed a 
clear awareness of the unequal conditions they were subjected to, as 
discussed further in Chapter 4 of this thesis. 
2.3.1. Colombian and Ecuadorian female migration to Spain 
Contextualizing the feminization of migration further into the Spanish case at 
hand, it is evident that women had a significantly larger numeric 
representation in the early phases of large scale Latin American migration 
than men. Gratton (2007: 582) notes that the large scale migration of women 
travelling independently to Spain was relatively exceptional within the global 
flows of migrants. Feminization is also confirmed through my research, even 
though it is not a key component of my analysis in Chapter 4 since I consider 
it already sufficiently well documented by previous research.  
Considering the academic discussion surrounding the phenomenon, and in 
light of the data in the following Figures 4 and 5, it needs to be clarified that 
the argument presented by Vuola and Vuorisalo-Tiitinen (2014:186) about 
how the majority of migrants from Latin America have been women is 
invalidated: from year 2001 onwards the numerical difference between the 
sexes has become more balanced, especially amongst Ecuadorians. While it 
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is true that women were the protagonists during the early phases of this 
migration, statistic sex parity meant that the Spanish labour market also 
offered labour opportunities for men, especially in construction, industry and 
agriculture (Centro Latinoamericano y Caribeño de Demografía (CELADE), 
2009). Nevertheless, it is also worthy of noting that numeric “parity does not 
prove joint immigration” (Gratton, 2007: 588), as the territorial distribution of 
female and male migrants differed to a large degree (more women 
established residency in cities, while men headed also for smaller localities).  
 
2.3.2. Causes for the feminization of migration 
The causes behind the feminization of migration to Spain also correlate with 
other destination countries’ migration trends: there were employment 
opportunities in areas typically occupied by women, such as in domestic 
service and care for children and the elderly. As noted in the report by the 
Latin American and Caribbean Centre of Demography (Centro 
Latinoamericano y Caribeño de Demografía (CELADE), 2009: 17), in year 
2001, over forty per cent of Latin American migrant women worked in the 
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Derived from an increased labour market participation of autochthonous 
women in destination countries such as Spain, it can be argued that the 
feminization of migration is a direct response to this. The autochthonous 
women were no able to take charge of all of the conventionally unpaid care 
tasks and domestic chores.20 In the absence of sufficient public services that 
could take over these care tasks, a vacuum in the domestic sphere was 
created (Gratton, 2007). It has been fulfilled by women originating from low- 
and middle-income countries who have found employment in this niche sector 
(see section 2.4 for more), working in an ambiguous area of employment 
between private and public/ formal and informal spheres (R. Cohen & 
Kennedy, 2000).  
This chain of labour market changes originated by the transition of women in 
high-income countries to the labour market has been denominated a “global 
crisis of care” and it has been covered extensively in academic research for 
its effects both at the local and global levels (Bastia, 2009; Isaksen, 2008; 
Mackie, 2014; More, 2013). The migration of women, especially mothers, 
from low- and middle-income countries to attend this demand for care 
workers creates another vacuum in the countries of origin: the children and 
other family members who had been taken care of by these women. Based 
on research carried out in Ecuador, Herrera Mosquera (2012: 152) states that 
the absence of the mother has been substituted largely by other female 
members of the family, namely by the grandmothers, sisters or older 
daughters (for more discussion on this topic, see section 4.2 of this thesis). 
Additionally, the migration of large numbers of women in pursuit of 
employment in high-income countries has been attributed to globalization in 
academic literature and Ehrenreich (2003) and Kaba (2004) make extended 
                                                 
 
20 Related to the issue of women’s increased labour market participation and gender equality 
discourses in high-income countries, a “post-feminist paradigm” (Andall, 2000 cited in Lutz, 
2010: 1654) has risen. While it is accepted that migrants are needed to assist in the 
reconciliation of family and work by outsourcing parts of the care work, the debate seems “to 
be detached from discourse on transnational care migration” (Lutz, 2010: 1655) and in 
popular imaginary rarely are migrants recognized as bearers of the same rights as the 
autochthonous women. 
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reviews of these linkages. In this context, the global effects of neoliberal 
policies have led to labour deregulation and the weakening of its bargaining 
power in the global labour market. Upon the re-emergence of the category of 
(foreign) care and domestic service in high-income counties, the lack of 
bargaining power of this collective reflected in the commitment of traditional 
labour organizations to represent them and in the little public attention for 
practices of irregular employment in the sector (Lutz, 2010). Moreover, the 
isolation of the domestic and care workers, makes it difficult for them to 
organize collectively, even when they are aware of the rights that correspond 
to them. The characteristics of the employment carried out by migrant women 
also connect with the issues of available opportunities in the destination 
country’s labour market, as discussed in the next section. (Lutz, 2010; 
Vicente Torrado, 2014.) 
 
2.4. Employment for migrant women 
Labour markets generate specific normative standards for career ambitions 
and self-evaluation of women, and21 gender-based occupational standards and 
employment expectations on the side of employers (Kruger, 1999: 367). 
While in the quote above Krüger and Baldus (1999) refer to a labour market 
that is segmented by gender, I consider its significance highlighted in the 
case of migrant labour. The employment sectors associated with migrants 
often correspond with low-skill areas of work in which gender roles apply 
strongly. The types of work migrants often carry out in the domestic, cleaning, 
care, food business etc. sectors are commonly associated with femininity 
(even though they may be performed by men) and they would be rather 
untypical career choices for the autochthonous men (Kruger, 1999). 
                                                 
 
21 Emphasis in original. 
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The stereotypes and normative expectations that become associated with 
members of a particular ethnic group can further complicate finding work in 
other areas of the economy. For example, the women of Colombian and 
Ecuadorian nationalities became associated with qualities appropriate for 
domestic and care work, because this was the kind of work available for the 
first female pioneer migrants arriving to Spain (Fischer et al., 1997; Gratton, 
2007). The research carried out by Gratton (2007), found that for women who 
migrated later on, this type of employment was easily accessible upon arrival 
to Spain and they “became domestics almost as if this occupation were pre-
ordained” (ibid: 589). The pre-ordination can be attributed also to the fact that 
the vast majority of the newly arrived migrants did not have a valid residence 
permit (as analysed further in section 3.3.3), nor was it required by the 
employers of domestic workers. The employers benefitted from this 
arrangement by not having to pay for the social security and other expenses 
a legal worker would have entailed (Domingo Pérez, 2008). 
The domestic and care types of employment for migrant women in Spain 
exemplify a concentration of a particular ethnic group to a particular type of 
employment. This leads to the ethnicisation of the profession “whereby an 
association develops between a certain economic sector and an ethnic group” 
(Schrover, 2007: 535). Professions with high concentrations of migrants are 
also referred to as “niche employment” in academic literature (Gratton, 
2007)22. Research on niching interconnects various scholarships, including 
studies of gendered labour market segregation, professional networks and 
migrant employment (Schrover, 2007).  
The pre-existence of a worker-dominated 23  niche such as the domestic 
service, can be beneficial for a newly arrived migrant, as it offers a rapid 
                                                 
 
22 Schrover et al. (2007: 530) cite additional definitions of a niche in their article. These 
include a niche being a “concentration of ethnics in one sector in the labour market” (Wang, 
2004: 482) and an over-represented presence of a minority in jobs (Model, 1993: 1649). 
23 There are also entrepreneurial niches, in which an ethnic minority dominates in ownership 
of a particular area of economy (Schrover, 2007). Examples of these are the Asian owned 
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source of first employment as soon as the migrant connects with members of 
that niche. In this process migrant networks serve as a medium by facilitating 
an entrance into a niche such as domestic or care work: through 
recommendations and word-of-mouth information about available positions 
amongst the migrant collective. This not only provides a continuation for the 
existence of the niche, but it also strengthens the niche forming cycle by the 
introduction of new members (Schrover, 2007). (Waldinger, 1996.) 
Research amongst female migrants working in domestic service has found 
that this source of employment is defined as an easy, safe and quick way to 
earn money and return back to the country of origin (Lilón & Lantigua, 2004 in 
Gratton, 2007; Schrover, 2007). Since domestic service employment was 
available especially for female migrants, it also meant that the niche was not 
only ethicised but also gendered (Wright, 2010 in Schrover, 2007). For those 
who enter this type of niches as the first option available for them upon arrival, 
the down-side of is that there are almost no options for career progression if 
they have intentions to pursue distinct professional goals (Schrover, 2007). 
By comparing the type of employment available for most international labour 
migrants in the destination countries to the human capital they possess 
(education, skills and previous experience), the inevitable conclusion is that 
migration supposes a downward occupational mobility24 for them, at least in 
its initial stages. This has been confirmed in the Spanish case by studies 
such as those conducted by Anguiano Téllez (2002), Santiago-Lista et al. 
(2014) and Oso Casas (2011). 
According to research, especially female migrants are affected by downward 
mobility, which is also reflected in a declined social status (Anguiano Téllez, 
2002; G. Herrera Mosquera, 2005). The different income levels between 
                                                                                                                                           
 
corner shops in the United Kingdom, Chinese garment stores in Spain and restaurants run by 
Turks in Germany. 
24 A complementary approach to occupational mobility is offered by an analysis on class 
mobility (please see Mattila, 2011-10-08: 69 for more). However, I feel the concept of 
occupational mobility is more suitable in my research, because I did not discuss issues of 
class with my informants. 
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origin and destination countries suppose, however, a higher income, making 
downward occupational mobility worthy for the financial gains it renders for 
those who have migrated for short-term economic reasons. (Gratton, 2007; G. 
Herrera Mosquera, 2005.)  
The downward tendency in employment opportunities, nevertheless, does not 
imply a permanent situation for migrants as long as they are able to meet the 
requirements of the labour market. When this occurs, domestic service can 
be denominated a “bridging occupation, a way to enter the labour market and 
move to better jobs in other sectors” (Mattila, 2011-10-08: 68). In a context 
such as the Latin American migration to Spain, the common language could 
facilitate, to a certain degree, the transition to other sources of employment, 
especially after obtaining a residence permit (see section 3.4.2). However, the 
types of career options available for migrants are also dependant on the skills 
they possess and employer attitudes. These tend to direct them to 
occupations in the care and service sectors. As Franco (2006: 295) states in 
reference to available employment opportunities: 
Once at the bottom of the labour market, women [or migrants] tend to stay 
there. Labour market segmentation or the stereotyping of jobs suitable for 
women [or migrants] has a profound impact on the employment potential. 
2.4.1. Recolonization of migration 
The theoretical perspectives discussed in the previous section analyse and 
recognize the existence and functioning of a labour market that offers 
differentiating opportunities for the autochthonous and migrant members of 
the population. However, what is missing in these analyses is a deeper 
theorization on the underlying reasons behind them. To achieve this, I have 
chosen to focus on the recolonization of migration (Balibar, 2004: 38; Unda, 
2012: 606) to interpret some of the inequalities and the disadvantages 
migrants from low- and middle-income countries encounter in the global 
labour market, although I also critically assess some of its arguments in 
section 4.3. 
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Sassen (2007) convokes an idea on the functions of global capitalism, in 
which the invisible work carried out by disadvantaged members of the labour 
force, such as migrant women, is the sustaining element that allows 
capitalism and globalization to function. In what she calls a new geography of 
centrality (ibid: 7) she refers to the strategic centralization of control and 
management functions transnational companies continue to have in global 
cities such as New York, Frankfurt or Hong Kong. These cities attract migrant 
workers with diverse skills, in what Unda and Alvarado perceive as an 
adverse consequence of the global capitalism: 
As never before in the history of the modern society, the colossal power of 
capital does not need to move geographically to recolonize. […] it is an 
operative variation of capital, which guarantees the wellbeing of the developed 
societies through the mobilization of population masses from the periphery 
(2012: 606). 
Although the significance Balibar (2004) assigns to the term recolonization 
varies from the interpretation given by Unda and Alvarado above, I find the 
two approaches complementary to one another. While the latter focuses on 
the physical recolonization of the migrant subject, Balibar uses the term in a 
more conceptual context. For him “a veritable process of recolonization of 
social relations had begun by the beginning of the 1980s” (ibid: 41). This 
tendency is visible both in the everyday interactions between migrant and 
autochthonous members of the population and in the global representations 
that reflect “for each human group a stereotyped image of its hierarchical 
“place” (ibid: 41). These stereotypes contribute towards creating divisions 
amongst the global labour force that is made to compete against one another 
(Wallerstein, 1987) instead of resisting the forces of capitalism, in a similar, 
but more sophisticated, manner as the colonial forces used to rule over the 
colonized. 
Consequently, globalization is causing a racialization of the already 
segmented labour markets, in which the rights of the global labour migrants 
are located in a highly politicised context (Balibar, 2004; Rubio Castro & 
Moya Escudero, 2011; S. Sassen, 2007). Balibar (2004) refers to the 
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racialization also in the repetitive and reoccurring ways in which 
recolonization repeats the colonial patterns. He identifies specifically three 
categories in which this becomes visible: in the rights, destinations and 
“discourses imperial domination” (ibid: 39). In reference to the concession of 
rights to migrants, he states that it continues to follow the administrative 
methods established during the colonial period, which privileged those 
coming from within the colonial emporium. In addition, the colonial ties also 
continue to persist in the destinations the migration flows are headed to, as 
confirmed by the migration from Latin America to Spain, and in the unifying 
discourses that delimit the possibilities of the colonized subjects to move from 
the status of the “foreigner” to that of a “citizen” with full access to rights.25 
In this rather bleak setting Unda and Alvarado (2012), together with Sassen 
(2007), nevertheless also see possibilities for an increased autonomy and 
strengthening of female migrants. Curiously enough, these possibilities are 
enabled by the growth of the informal economy already discussed in section 
2.3.2. The sources of employment available for women are often located in 
this sphere and, thus, its growth reinforces women’s economic position within 
the family unit while men’s role is decreased. She notes that under these 
circumstances women have the potential to become public actors, because 
they are the likely ones dealing with the legal vulnerability of their families in 
the process of obtaining public and social services. Sassen (ibid: 20-21) then 
concludes that as a result of achieving a more pronounced public role, 
migrant women’s role in the labour market will subsequently become more 
visible as well.  
This last remark relates to the questions of human agency discussed in the 
previous section 2.1 and which are also to be found in the considerations 
regarding the life-course perspective, which is presented in the next section. 
                                                 
 
25 In the case of Spain and her former colonies, Balibar’s (2004) first and third categories 
contain a contradiction: while the colonial ties privilege nationals of the former colonies (first 
category), the Spanish legislation also facilitates their access to the Spanish citizenship (see 
section 1.2). According to Balibar (ibid: 39), the access to citizenship rights is delimited under 
the processes recolonized migration (third category). 
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2.5. Life-course perspective on migration   
Academic research on life-course perspectives began as a trend in social 
sciences during the 1960s and it has become a widely extended approach to 
study four aspects that are interdependent and dynamic: the interplay of 
human lives and historical times, the timing of lives, linked lives, and human 
agency in choice making (Elder., 1994: 5). Elder (ibid.) makes a review of the 
research that had been carried out on these fields up to the time of the 
publication of his article. Migration marks a noticeable absence in the 
research until the twenty-first century when the perspective was taken up to 
study some of the issues surrounding migration. Wingerns et al. (2011) in 
their book “Life-course Perspective on Migration and Integration” make an 
extensive overview of the available research, at the end of which they make 
the following comment:  
That the life course approach is only limitedly used in migration studies is at 
least puzzling: Understanding migrants’ behaviour and explaining the 
cumulative effects resulting from their actions which, in turn, are embedded in 
societal structures and framed by institutions, requires just the kind of dynamic 
research approach the sociological life course perspective suggests (ibid: 2).     
A life-course analysis of a migration trajectory includes the micro-, meso- and 
macro-levels discussed in section 2.2.1. Factors related to the decision to 
migrate, and the trajectory it takes, are an intervening combination of these 
three levels (Gardner, 2009). While, for example, the age and gender are 
micro-level factors influencing the migration outcome, the marital status and 
gender roles are meso-level considerations, which set either facilities or 
obstacles in the trajectories. The meso-level also interprets the “informative 
normative expectations“(Kruger, 1999: 366) related to the roles, functions and 
occupations of family members that enable or restrict the individual and 
familial options available. These expectations, in turn, are formalized and 
institutionalized at the macro-level through educational and professional 
options available in the gender-segmented labour markets ((Fischer et al., 
1997; Kruger, 1999; also discussed in the previous section 2.4). 
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The connection between migration and life course is interpreted here 
according to the ways in which personal life course experiences are affected 
by movement. According to Gardner (2009: 229), this interpretation is 
“inherently gendered, contextually varied and constructed by history, culture 
and global economies as well as physiology”. While my research interest lays 
particularly in the terrain of global economies, there are, for example, studies 
on the psychological effects of international migration by the likes of Gong 
(2011), Tomsa (2009) and Ziaian (2000). These studies conclude that 
migrants (and members of her family) are exposed to significant amounts of 
stress, which may cause problems in integration or even lead to mental health 
issues.  
The culturally expected, and sometimes imposed, gender roles associated 
with marriage, childbearing and caring for family members are important 
factors in an individual’s life course (Guo, 2011). Women’s lives are typically 
more marked by these normative expectancies and in a sense migration 
breaks away from them (Kulu, 2007). This experience can result in conscious 
postponement of the reproductive phase for young women, but also in a 
painful separation from family, a view especially expressed by migrant women 
who had left children behind (see section 4.2 and for example Herrera 
Mosquera (2012), Gedalof (2009) and Yarris (2012)). (Kruger, 1999.)  
In the next chapter I focus on the migration phase in the life-course of the 
interviewed Colombian and Ecuadorian women, as it marks a prolonged 
chapter in their lives. This focus does not aim to take value away from the 
lives of my informants prior to migration, but to concentrate my research on a 
topic which is shared by all of them. 
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3. Women’s migration experiences as part of their life course 
The purpose of this chapter is to describe and analyse in greater depth the 
significance of migration in my informants’ lives and to give an insight of who 
they are, why and when they decided to migrate.26 Even though the migratory 
trajectories of my informants contain similar characteristics presented here in 
a linear fashion for the analytical purposes, I emphasize the complexity of 
their experiences and that these need to be understood within the institutional 
setting which delimits or facilitates personal decisions (Kruger, 1999). 
During the interviews the women spoke about many other issues, which have 
not been included in the present analysis for the sake of relevance, even 
though I still consider them valuable and I recognize as a researcher that they 
are very personal aspects in my informants’ lives. Some of these included: 
long distance mourning of a family member, sentiments of loneliness, the 
illness of a child, adapting to life in Spain, relationships with Spaniards and 
the importance of friendship among many other topics. 
 
3.1. Life before migration and relationship to origins 
The focus of my interviews was particularly on the experiences my informants 
had had as migrants, but by explaining the reason why they had decided to 
migrate, they also provided glimpses of their lives in their countries of origin. 
Confirming Gratton’s (2007: 582) observations of the feminine migrant profile, 
the women I spoke to, all had been living in cities prior to migrating, eight in 
the capitals of Bogotá or Quito, and they had all finished some level of 
education. Five of my fourteen informants had completed secondary school 
before migrating and other five had graduated from high school. The 
                                                 
 
26 A more detailed summary of the informants is provided in Annex I. 
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remaining four had started a university degree, but only one of them had 
finished it.  
Differences amongst my informants arose when they spoke about their 
countries of origin. For those women who had migrated when they were 
between 18 to 21 years old (five informants), their lives before it had 
consisted mostly of studying and they had spent almost their entire adulthood 
in Spain. This meant that they spoke of their countries of origin on a general 
level, having constructed their adult selves as migrants and they appeared to 
have integrated well to the Spanish society and all they had long term plans 
to remain in the country. In some cases this process had distanced them from 
their origins, as expressed by Dulce, who was 19 when she migrated:  
I lost contact to everybody [friends], practically. In fact for me, when I go to 
Colombia I feel a little like a tourist.  
On the contrary, those nine informants who had migrated in or after their mid-
twenties shared more about their lives in their countries of origin. They had 
had fairly established lives with family and friends. While three informants had 
been unemployed prior to emigrating, the rest of the women I spoke to had 
occupied posts at the secretarial and administrative levels or in sales, two 
reaching managerial positions. Thus it is fair to say that their valorisation of 
their own lives before emigration was mostly positive, while the assessment 
they made of the general situation in their countries of origin was more 
negative and in line with the macro level analysis carried out in section 1.2.1 
of this thesis. The following quote expresses this juxtaposition between the 
personal and general situation assessments: 
A country such as Colombia [in year 1999] that then had so many problems of 
insecurity, violence, uncertainties, anxieties… But, fortunately we belonged to 
that middle class that lived well, accommodated, but, but, we didn’t really see a 
future there. I was working for a very stable company, getting professional 
promotions… I think economically we had a very good life, but on affective 
level, as a family, as a couple, it wasn’t the best. – Lorena 
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Like Lorena, my informants represented the (lower) middle classes in 
Colombia and Ecuador, reaffirming the notion that the majority of economic 
migrants from the global South commonly originate from this social and 
economic class in middle-income countries. In academic literature this is 
attributed to the fact that in a short time frame, economic development 
enables emigration by offering a setting that enhances their human capital of 
those who form part of the middle classes. At the same time Ahmed 
(1997:180) notes that amongst the lower working classes “poverty, illiteracy 
and hierarchical social stratification act as control mechanisms discouraging 
migration”, making migration an economically and socially more costly 
venture, often leading to riskier decisions over the ways to reach the 
objectives set for migrating. At the other end of the social spectrum, members 
of higher classes, or more qualified ones, are more reticent to abandon their 
social status and they do not feel a need to emigrate (except for short term 
stays such as studies). (Advisory Council on International Affairs, 2005; 
Fischer et al., 1997; Unda, 2012.) 
So why did my informant women persons, who had considerably stable lives 
in their countries of origin, decide to migrate to what were likely to be less 
advantageous conditions? Amongst the women I interviewed, there was a 
sentiment that the wage level was not sufficient to reach an acquisitive level 
considered sufficient to enable a good schooling for their children, to 
purchase properties or to travel as described by one of my informants: 
Because I was… 24 years old, and I worked in Colombia and all, but I could 
see that buying a house there was very difficult. I had my things, I lived well, 
normal, […] but I was short on cash. In that situation, thinking about more 
things was difficult. Then I said “ok, I’ve got food, I have my clothes, I have my 
things, but I want something more.” – Alma 
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3.2. The decision to migrate and the goals set for it 
The combination of the above factors made my informants feasible 
candidates for migration, even though it must be noted that not everybody is 
willing to migrate under similar circumstances. One of the most surprising 
findings of my research was the fact that not only were six out of my fourteen 
informants single mothers at the time they migrated, but that some of their 
children had been as young as two when they were left in the care of a family 
member. This contradicts with the existing literature, which links having close 
family ties and responsibilities to a reduced likelihood for migrating (T. Faist, 
1997; Fischer et al., 1997). Generally speaking, and amongst the informants 
of this study, there is not a specific unifying “migrant profile”, but the decision 
to leave one’s country of origin seems rather an accumulation of enabling 
circumstances. These circumstances include the personal, professional and 
familial situation one’s in, what risks and benefits they associate with either 
staying or going, information about the destination country and the existing 
networks (ibid.) (as discussed below in section 3.2.1), but also what are the 
motivations behind such a major decision. The initial goals of my informants 
can be categorized into to three groups, based on their personal situation at 
the time. 
Firstly, for the women who had left children in their countries of origin the 
strongest motivation was to provide for them and pay for their education. Or 
as my informant Teresa put it: “to give them a better future. For the university, 
because they were already finishing high school. For the university. That is 
all”.  
The second group is composed of those women who migrated younger27 than 
the first group and without formal family ties such as a spouse or children of 
their own. They migrated either for educational purposes (3) or to travel: 
                                                 
 
27 It is noteworthy to take into consideration that for the group of women who migrated young 
and without family ties, the median age of migration was 22,5, which is on average ten years 
younger than amongst the group of single mothers. 
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I wanted to go to explore the world, as I said. I was very young, 21 years and, 
well, I said “well I’ll go”. Instead of being there [Ecuador], I’ll go and experiment 
now and I’ll see what the world is like. About two years of what they say… 
mmm… ehh, life, the life of the youth, or experimenting. – Ana Leticia 
In the third group were the remaining two informants. They were both married 
and they had migrated with their families. They both spoke of a desire to work 
and to raise their children in a safe and stable environment they felt did not 
exist in their countries of origin. 
In thirteen out of the fourteen cases, my informants took the decision to 
migrate by themselves. Only one of my informants, Sandra, spoke about 
being pressured towards emigrating. Her partner at the time had debts from a 
failed attempt to migrate to the US and he was legally not allowed to leave 
the country. It had initially been his idea that she should migrate, because 
what they earned in Ecuador was not sufficient to pay for the loan and she 
finally accepted his proposal, leading to an (at least) 14 year migration. Quite 
the contrary, three of the interviewed women had migrated against their 
families’ wishes: 
[My parents] lived in a town and I was living in Bogotá. I had gone to say 
goodbye, to ask them for permission [for a 15 day holiday to Spain]. I already 
had everything: passport, the tickets, everything. And then they said no, no 
way, that I couldn’t go anywhere. I said goodbye the best way that I could and 
in two days I travelled. – Gabriela 
3.2.1. The role of networks in the process of migration 
Contributing also to the final decision to migrate is the availability of positive 
information (whether true or false) about the destination country. Typically this 
kind of information gets distributed through migrant networks, and out of the 
fourteen informants, eleven named a person in Spain who they contacted 
before or upon arrival. In two cases it was their husband, in others a cousin, 
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an uncle or an aunt, and in two cases a friend. These persons provided 
information about the work conditions and entry requirements, helped by 
sending the invitation letter needed for tourist permission or received them 
upon arrival and set them up with initial work opportunities. This coincides 
with the observation about how having members of the same social group 
already living in the destination country makes it easier to migrate (Fischer et 
al., 1997:72). One informant described her cousin’s role in the following way: 
[…] and she says to me “no, cousin, pack your bag and get the ticket, I’ll 
receive you, no matter what”. [I said] “Ah, ready cousin and the letter of…” 
[She replied] “I’ll send it to you”. And she sent me the invitation letter, she 
borrowed the dollars from her boss, she got them for me and sent them to me. 
– Alejandra 
Another aspect that came up during the interviews was the lack of previous 
planning prior to the decision to migrate. Whilst, only two informants spoke 
about setting themselves the goal of emigrating and working towards it 
medium or long term, six informants mentioned having migrated almost 
accidentally without having given it much thought. The following quotes 
express this type of “accidental migration”: 
Well, I’ll go and that’s it, I’ll see what I’ll do [laughter], but I have to go. I even 
left my job […] I wasn’t aware that I was coming this far. Once here, on the 
other side [of the world], at the airport, I started to sort of react and I said to 
myself “What am I doing here? What have I come here for?” [laughter]. – 
Isabel   
Another interview revealed similar experiences: 
And I got home and… I was under anaesthesia… I hadn’t known I was coming 
or anything. I don’t know. It was like I was in a spiral, and I tell them [family] 
“I’m going to Spain with my cousin!” and they replied “WHAT?” I said to them 
“yes, [we had joked about it before and now] he’s bought me the ticket, and I’m 
going! […] I’ve called my company, I’ve already resigned and all, because I’m 
going, I’m going, I’m going” […] I was here in three days, like under 
anaesthesia. – Angelina 
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Angelina’s previous quote evidences also the availability of not just personal, 
but also organized migration networks, which could easily be mobilized to 
arrange the necessary travel arrangements on a short term notice. In 
countries where emigration is common, such as Colombia and Ecuador, the 
importance of such networks, communication links and interpersonal contacts 
have a greater importance in encouraging international migration than 
physical distance between origin and destination (Malmberg, 1997). 
Poignantly, Unda and Alvarado (2012: 601) state that the transnational 
migration networks constitute the basic and fundamental scaffolding for the 
migratory project. 
These networks are partly organized through illegal channels, formed by 
contact persons, travel agents and money lenders in the countries of origin; 
human smugglers who sometimes accompanied groups of migrants in the 
transit; whilst in the country of destination there were people who received the 
immigrants, sought them housing and jobs and collected debt payments (R. 
Cohen & Kennedy, 2000). My informant Celina spoke about her related 
experience: 
As at the time we didn’t know how to get here and the coyotes [smugglers] 
took advantage of it and brought us over, and I accepted that they would bring 
me. […] I didn’t know that we’d enter through Germany, or that one could travel 
directly to Spain, but as it was them who were bringing us, they took away our 
purses, passports and everything. [Eventually] a Spaniard helped me by 
paying off my debt […] She paid it all off so that they [smugglers] wouldn’t 
bother my children or me, and so that I could recover the deeds of my house, 
they had them as a guarantee. 
 
  
Mia Luhtasaari      51 
3.3. Arrival to Spain 
The primary data of my research shows that many Colombian and 
Ecuadorian citizens entered Spain as tourists and overstayed their 
permissions to work as illegal migrants (11 informants) or they obtained a 
student visa that enabled them to stay (three informants). Angelina tells a 
very typical tale: 
[…] me, before leaving the company, I wrote myself a letter that said I was 
working for the company and all that [laughter], and that I was on holidays. 
Then, I took it out and I told him [migration officer] “here, but I have a letter 
saying that I work. I’m with a company, I’m here on holidays. I’ve asked for the 
letter because I don’t want you to think I’m going to stay here” [laughter]. […the 
officer asks] “How long are you thinking of staying?”, and I tell him “what the 
ticket says, that’s all, I cannot stay longer than that because I have my job, I 
have two girls”. He looked at me and said “Look, welcome to Spain, take the 
most out of your trip and may things be very long-lasting.” He knew I was here 
to stay, yes. But he let me through.    
As the quote reflects, my informants, along with many others, could arrive to 
Spain with relative ease as there were no applicable entry visa requirements 
for tourist permissions until 2008 (see footnote 8).  
Like many of their fellow countrymen and -women (see section0), most of my 
informants (11) arrived between years 1997 and 2002 (except for three who 
had migrated earlier), as part of the increasing number of Colombian and 
Ecuadorian born residents in Spain. Out of all the interviewed women, eleven 
decided to live in Madrid from the beginning and just three went to other parts 
of the country and even they moved to Madrid after the first months. This 
concentration in Madrid is in-line Gratton’s (2007) observation about the 
geographic distribution amongst female migrants (see section 2.3.1). Out of 
the 19 autonomous communities in Spain, for example in year 2003, 29 per 
cent of Colombian and 41 per cent of Ecuadorian registered nationals resided 
in Madrid (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014c). As with the 
migrant networks described in section 3.2.1, the city’s large immigrant 
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communities facilitated the initial arrival of the new comers in terms of 
providing information and help on finding accommodation, getting around the 
city, how and where to seek employment, and it also offered a diasporic 
social setting for new arrivals. 
3.3.1. Living arrangements 
The women I interviewed spoke of a relative ease of finding a place to stay 
upon arrival. Those who knew someone in Spain also stayed with them at 
first, but they quickly moved out, because these persons were already 
sharing accommodation with others. Within the immigrant communities in 
Spain it was, and still continues to be, a common phenomenon that several 
people lived together, sharing expenses, rooms and sometimes even beds. 
One of my informants, Alejandra, told me about sharing a three bedroom flat 
with twelve adults and two children: 
[…] the flat was like an invasion, it was, practically, like an embassy. [But I said 
to my friend] “we’ll share this 90 cm bed together, one with the head that way, 
and my head will be here”. And we couldn’t move, because we’d fall. We put 
the bed against the wall and a piece of cardboard against it for the cold, and 
that’s how we slept [for over a year]. It was uncomfortable, but that’s how we’d 
wake up. A guy slept in that bed during the day. He worked nights, cleaning 
offices, and came to sleep during the day, there, in that bed.   
Others spoke about the discomforts they felt sharing their intimate living 
spaces with strange men and women, with different customs, life styles and 
schedules dictated by their work hours. In Spain this phenomenon is called 
“pisos patera”, meaning the overcrowded flats shared by far more people 
than what they are built for, often without the knowledge of the tenants and 
exceeding the safety regulations. 
The living arrangements described above were similar in the case of both 
those who had come to Spain to work and for those who were students in the 
beginning. The situation changed when taking on a job as live-in domestic 
servants, which was the case for six of my informants. The arrangement with 
the employers included a space (usually a room) where they slept, food and 
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other living expenses (electricity, water etc.) normally without an extra charge 
as a benefit for living-in, confirming the notion of a safe and easy option for 
first employment (Gratton, 2007). 
3.3.2. First employment 
As already discussed in section 2.3.2, domestic service is a typical source of 
employment amongst immigrant women. Out of the fourteen interviewed 
women, eight entered into this niche as a source of first employment, the six 
live-in employees already mentioned in the section above and two as 
externals working in several homes at the same time. The other three who 
had also migrated for employment purposes found jobs in different sectors: 
Carolina as a waitress, Lorena in sales and Andrea in a dental clinic (Andrea 
is the only informant who has worked from the start in the area she studied for 
in Colombia). 
Finding that first employment was in many cases a combination of the all-
important migrant networks, which provided access to labour market niches, 
and coincidences such as Teresa’s initial experiences highlight: 
The first job. It was thanks to a cousin who had been there before me. I arrived 
to Spain and started working; I started working the next day. I stayed there like 
three months and then the family moved to the US. And I went to a church that 
was nearby, and I was called through them the second day. I went to work 
there and I stayed with that lady for five years. 
Adapting to the work of a domestic servant was not always easy and for the 
five of my informants who had had a job in their country of origin, it 
symbolized a downward class mobility caused by migration. The three 
informants who had been unemployed before emigrating, taking on a job as a 
domestic servant in Spain offered an relative improvement to their prior 
situation, but when taking into consideration the jobs they had had before it 
(secretary, a family business owner and a cook), domestic service was still a 
professional descend. Even though a deeper analysis of the experiences and 
interpretations of my informants is made in section 4.3, the following quote is 
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relevant to describe the experience of domestic service in the context of the 
first employment: 
Yes, yes, it was a family with two children. And… having to go to bed at mid-
night… you’re on your feet all day… working without a break. I don’t know, it 
was a difficult change [from the job she had in Ecuador], no, no… it was a bad 
experience I had when I had just arrived. – Isabel  
3.3.3. Residence status upon arrival 
The experience all of my eleven informants who migrated to Spain to work 
shared was that of working without a valid work or resident visa. Life as an 
irregular migrant meant harder working and living conditions and even fear of 
the Spanish authorities, as reflected in the following quote: 
The truth is that when we didn’t have the papers [permissions] we had a truly 
difficult time. Because work is really hard. We had to hide from the police, 
because the police arrived to places to ask for the papers and, obviously, if you 
didn’t have them, they would take you to the police station and all. – Andrea 
The irregular residence status was not, however, a permanent condition for 
my informants. All of the eleven informants, who had entered irregularly, now 
have legal residency (or citizenship) in Spain. It is reasonable to assume they 
all must have obtained a residence permit through a naturalization process28, 
even if just four mentioned them specifically (none indicated a different way 
for obtaining residency, i.e. through marriage to a Spaniard or a legal 
resident). 
Three of the women I interviewed had initially entered Spain as students and 
had never been in an irregular situation (or at least they did not mention it), 
                                                 
 
28 Most Latin American migrants entered Spain with a tourist visa, which they overstayed, 
thus becoming irregular migrants. Albeit official data on irregular migration does not exist, the 
phenomenon has been acknowledged by Spanish authorities and there have been six 
(between 1985 and 2005) mass naturalization processes for those migrants able to meet the 
set criterion (mainly work contract, length of stay and establishing residence in Spain) 
(Kostova Karaboytcheva, 2006). 
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but the threat of it was present in their stories as they spoke about the 
attempts to ensure they could renew the permit time and again: 
I got here in July 2002, we entered with a student visa for the scholarship and 
then, well, you start to look for how things are going to work out for you. 
Ehhh… I contacted, upon arrival, a Latin American folklore dance group, and 
through them a guy told me about a scholarship to learn to dance flamenco in 
Madrid. And thanks to it I renewed my student permit for another year. And 
well, I went… I went on kind of enlacing one renewal with the next as a student 
[…] Really, at that time I wasn’t studying as such, it was a way to keep my 
permit valid. – Dulce 
Having a valid student permit allowed them to take on part time employment 
and the opportunities they got eventually led to changing their student status 
to fulltime work and residence permits (Gabriela in insurance sales, Carmen 
in nursing and Dulce at an non-governmental organization). 
 
3.4. Process of personal and professional integration to Spain 
Then when you get the papers everything changes a lot, you can show your 
residence or work permit, you can work legally and you no-longer have to hide 
from anybody, you have your papers and that’s it. – Andrea 
The above quote expresses the sentiments of pride and relief my informants 
associated with having obtained a regular residence status. It was mentioned 
as a milestone in their migratory trajectory that had enabled them to look for 
new job opportunities. It also meant they had access to social security, 
unemployment benefits and other rights they could not claim as irregular 
migrants. Becoming a migrant with a regular residence status also meant they 
could begin a more profound process of integration into the Spanish society, 
one which is composed of multi-layered personal and professional aspects as 
the next sections portray. But it does not mean that the years of migration 
have been easy or free of frustrations, as discussed in section 3.4.4. 
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3.4.1. Personal lives 
A sense of pride was reflected in most of the stories the women shared with 
me, especially amongst those who felt they had made progress during the 
years they had spent in Spain. This pride was often associated with personal 
achievements, such as having children, establishing new relationships, 
travelling or having an artistic expression. Alma, for example had found her 
new passion, and a part time job, in music. She was very proud of her new 
career and she said: 
I never thought I would be in a place where they’d say my name and people 
would clap their hands and that… [laughter] and that they’d pay to see you. No. 
That’s it, look, having done such modest jobs and then – even though what I 
still do is pretty modest), but there is a lot of difference, you come, sing and 
you leave [laughter]. 
Obtaining legal long term residence in Spain opened up the possibility to 
apply for family reunification for spouse, offspring and parents over 65. These 
types of schemes can be seen as one part of the explanation for the 
continuous increase of immigration in Spain. Of the women I interviewed, four 
had used the possibility of family reunification to bring over their children born 
in the country of origin, describing it as one of the greatest achievements of 
their migration trajectory; while those whose children had stayed behind 
described it as a difficult decision one has to make as a mother - a topic that 
is discussed further in section 4.2. Also, five of my interviewees had had 
children in Spain. 
What is noticeable in terms of the family reunification schemes is that none of 
my informants brought over a spouse (or a parent), nor were they themselves 
brought over. However, this does not mean that the interviewed women had 
not entered into new relationships in the years they had been in Spain. Four 
of my Colombian informants and one Ecuadorian were in a long term 
relationship with a Spaniard, and Isabel, who was single at the time of our 
interview, said that all the partners she had had in Spain had been Spanish. 
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Additionally, one of the other Ecuadorians had met and married a Colombian 
man in Spain.  
3.4.2. Occupational mobility 
During the interviews it became apparent that those informants, who had 
wanted to, had found ways to move on professionally. They all had obtained 
a legal permit29 to work and stay within the first two to three years in Spain, 
which in some cases (3) has meant venturing onto other professional fields, 
while the majority (11) has continued in similar sectors of employment as 
before. While only one of them continued to work as fulltime as external 
domestic servants (compared to the eight who took it on as a first source of 
employment as internals or externals), the sectors these women are in still 
continue to fit the profile of characteristic immigrant employment: industrial 
cleaning (1), restaurant business (5), and assistant positions in the health 
care sector (5). Even though they work legally, the working conditions are not 
always easy or just, but they seem willing to accept them in order to earn 
more money to send home (see section 4.1.1 for discussion on remittances). 
This scenario is reflected in the following quote by Sandra, who had also 
been paying for her mother’s medical expenses in Ecuador: 
[As a waitress] I worked a lot of hours, to make a little bit more money […] I 
had a very low social security payment and the rest was given to me extra 
officially […] I sometimes worked even 14, 16 hours a day. During the high 
season even more. On many occasions we worked two months in a row 
without a day off, you know, when there wasn’t enough staff. – Sandra 
However, if these types of niche employment are analysed in more detail, an 
alternative interpretation arises: several of the immigrant interviewed women 
have been able to ascend within the employment niches or between them e.g. 
                                                 
 
29 According to Spanish legislation, the first work and residence permit (usually valid for a 
year) limits the range of economic activity to the specific area for which it has been 
authorized. From the second permit onwards it is possible for the incumbent to change the 
area of economic activity as long as she is able to provide a valid work contract. (Ministerio 
de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2015.) 
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from the domestic service to the restaurant sector (3 cases) or to health care 
sectors (1). In some cases vocational training has had a significant role, as 
told by Angelina, whose initial employment was in domestic service, but when 
she got her second work permit she chose to change into the health care 
sector: 
I studied to become a geriatric assistant and I went to apply for the municipal 
health service, to work in home assistance for the elderly. And I’ve been in the 
company for seven years already. 
Also, two of my informants in the restaurant business are now in managerial 
positions and another one has set up a restaurant-bar with her children. But 
transitioning from a marked employment niche to other types of employment 
is not easy, and it may explain why many immigrants have continued to work 
within them (besides a decision from them not to look for other jobs). 
Transition requires determination, making an effort and having contacts, as 
the quote below illustrates: 
At first, no, because you don’t have experience, nobody’ll receive you. My CV 
consisted of domestic service, and even if I knew how to do things, they 
wouldn’t receive me. So it was that I got a job… at a call centre for a pizza 
place. And just because I was answering phone calls and talking to people 
[over the phone], I went to an interview at a phone company recommended by 
a friend, and I’ve been there for nine years. – Alma 
Like in the quotes above reflect, most of my informants have been employed 
by the same companies for long periods of time, and from what they told me, 
if they have changed employers, it has been mostly because they have 
chosen to leave and seek other employment options (since the recession 
began, two of the women have been laid off, while a third one chose to leave 
her job). This job security gave them stability and motivated them to continue 
in Spain and even acquire the Spanish citizenship. 
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3.4.3. Spanish citizenship 
As already discussed in section1.2, as a legacy from the colonial past, 
nationals from former Spanish colonies can apply for citizenship after two 
years of legal residency. Twelve out of the fourteen interviewed informants 
had opted for the Spanish citizenship by the time we met – and one more had 
recently applied for it. Several spoke of the ease of the transition from having 
a residence permit to obtaining citizenship as long as one could meet the 
employment criteria. This correlates with relevant secondary data (Figure 6), 
which shows how the concessions of the Spanish citizenship amongst 
Colombian and Ecuadorian nationals began to increase in a volume 
comparable with the number of immigrants who had obtained residence 
permits approximately two to four years earlier.  
 
Figure 6 illustrates the evolution of the concessions of the Spanish citizenship 
amongst Colombian (34%) and Ecuadorian (38%) nationals (Ministerio de 
Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014a), becoming the largest groups of foreign 
2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Ecuador 6.370 10.031 19.477 21.371 25.536 25.769 43.091 32.026 23.763 41.612
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born nationals to have acquired the Spanish citizenship (Observatorio 
Permanente Andaluz de las Migraciones, junio 2012). As in the case of the 
women I interviewed, the most important motive for the concession of 
citizenship amongst Colombian and Ecuadorian nationals was for two years 
of residency in the country (87% for Colombians and 95% for Ecuadorians) 
(Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014a).30  
Aside from the secondary data, the meaning associated to the Spanish 
citizenship by the interviewed women was somewhat indifferent compared to 
the initial work permit. In this context, they highlighted much more their 
identity as Colombians and Ecuadorians than a sentiment of being Spanish. 
This is exemplified through the following quotes: 
[Regardless] of having the Spanish citizenship, I consider myself Colombian. 
[…] even though they have received me very well here and all, I have always 
felt Colombian […] I don’t consider myself Spanish at all! – Teresa 
Angelina expressed also what obtaining citizenship had meant for her: 
But no, it hasn’t affected me at all, that is, the fact that I have the citizenship. I 
don’t feel like a better or more of a person, I… I am who I am, and that’s how I 
go through life.  
3.4.4. Frustrations 
As it is to be expected, not all of the experiences of my informants have been 
positive in Spain. The issue of racism is touched upon in section 4.4, but here 
I wanted to highlight some of the personal frustrations they brought up, which 
in some cases were related to migration directly, while others were to do with 
life in general. 
                                                 
 
30 In reference to the data on Spanish citizenship, it is worthy of mentioning that “marriage to 
a Spaniard” was named as the motive for concession for twelve per cent of Colombian and 
three per cent of Ecuadorians acquiring the citizenship. This secondary data invalidates, thus, 
the argument Vuola and Vuorisalo-Tiitinen (2014: 186) make on this issue. According to them, 
“integration to the Spanish society appears to happen through marriage, mainly so that Latin 
American women marry and have children with a Spanish man”. This had not been the case 
for any of my informants either. 
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Two of my younger informants spoke about their dream of studying more, 
which they had not been able to fulfil in Spain so far: 
I got my studies recognized [from Ecuador] to continue studying here, but, of 
course, work and study are incompatible, because at first there were only jobs 
as a live-in, then the bosses wouldn’t give you permission to study[…] I did 
start a university degree here, but I also dropped out for economic reasons. […] 
Now I have two children and, and… I still have the same idea of wanting to 
finish my degree, God willing, if it is possible and… nothing. – Ana Leticia 
Carolina, on the other hand, after always working as a waitress, had wanted 
to set up her own business, but she had not felt she had the support of those 
around her: 
At the time, when I had the money, I would have liked someone to pad me on 
my back and say “come on!”, even if it was moral support, because I needed it 
more than anything. 
But above all, the frustration mentioned by most informants was to be away 
from the family: 
I live each second, each instant with my family. I see myself and I say, I am 
here in Spain, but my mind is in Colombia. My life is in Colombia, even though 
I am here. I work here, I sleep here, I live here, I do my day to day here, but my 
mind is always set on Colombia. It’s normal, I say, no? – Teresa 
 
3.5. Future projections and dreams 
The majority of my informants saw their immediate or medium term future in 
Spain. They expressed a general desire to continue working, to see their 
children prosper and to lead a peaceful life.  
All except one of the younger informants planned to stay in Spain indefinitely, 
and three of them expressed a desire to complete their studies and to be able 
to continue progressing professionally. Alma, for example, wished to continue 
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making music in Spain (or elsewhere in Europe), combining it with an 
advanced idea she had: 
It’s a business, a restaurant with a spectacle, a musical show and the whole 
thing. With a simple menu, more tapas short of things, but pretty, all elegant 
[laughter], and that I’ll be running my business and doing the show. That’s the 
idea. 
The women, who intended to return to their countries of origin (as discussed 
in the next section) were working towards that goal: 
God willing, next year, if nothing happens to us, we’ll go [to Ecuador] to buy the 
piece of land. Yes, we’ll go to buy it and then we’d still need to gather the 
money to build. Yes, because we don’t want to leave [Spain] immediately 
either. But, the first thing is to buy it, and from there… I think we’ll stay, at least 
five more years or, I don´t know… depending on how it works out for us. – 
Angelina  
3.5.1. Prospect of return 
Six of the women I interviewed for this thesis expressed their desire to stay in 
Spain indefinitely, while the other eight had already made plans to return to 
their countries of origin: three with a long timeframe, mainly to spend their 
retirement there as expressed by Angelina in the previous quote, four in the 
mid-term range of five to ten years, and one informant had plans to return 
within a year from the interview. 
[Answering the question on where she sees herself in the future] Me, in 
Colombia. I do. I do. Because firstly, I don’t want to lose my identity for nothing 
in the world, even if I have citizenship, I’m still Colombian, that’s very clear to 
me and here, to stay here in Spain, no! To grow old here? No! I want to grow 
old with my family and my friends there, with all of them… with my people 
there. Not here. – Andrea 
Those who had intentions to return in the short or mid-term range shared 
common characteristics, such as having saved up money to help while they 
resettle back into the country of origin, planning to acquire properties there 
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(see the previous quote by Angelina), thinking of business or employment 
opportunities, a sense of having fulfilled their initial migration goals, and a 
feeling that their stay in Spain had run its course. This last sentiment was 
expressed very clearly by Isabel: 
I have chosen to leave, and my plans are, well, to return to my home country, 
because I think it’s time, I’ve been here for a long time and […] Simply, well, it’s 
that I think that it’s time to… it’s time for me to go. 
Although Isabel did not talk about how exactly she planned to return, based 
on the available secondary data on the reduction in number of foreign 
residents (see Figures 2 and 3) and the word on the street amongst migrants 
in Spain, I think that she, like most migrants who have left Spain, will do so by 
their own means31. This is despite the fact that the Spanish Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs has set up programs to assist migrants wishing to return 
voluntarily to their countries of origin (Assisted Voluntary Return program, 
AVR32), but these have had a very limited reach. From 2009 to 2013, the 
program has benefitted solely 770 Colombians and 1.359 Ecuadorians 
(Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014b). In the countries of origin of 
the migrants, especially in Ecuador, there are governmental initiatives that 
help in the resettlement process and “with Ecuador’s stable economic growth 
and low unemployment, and Spain’s persistently high joblessness, it seems 
likely that in the short term return migration from Spain will continue” (Jokisch, 
2014). 
Discussing the issue of return with my informants who have acquired the 
Spanish citizenship, but planned on returning to their countries of origin, the 
commitment to stay connected with the state of affairs in Spain seemed rather 
unlikely, as expressed by my informant Andrea in saying that “when in your 
country, you’re going to do what’s best for your country”. I consider this 
                                                 
 
31 Research wise, the problem with the decision to return without any official assistance, or 
even without notifying the Spanish authorities, is that it leaves no official register or data. 
32 The AVR program is managed by the International Organization for Migration and receives 
additional funding from the European Commission. 
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especially true for those who have migrated with concrete goals and return 
once they feel these have been achieved. As already mentioned, this is one 
of the things my informants who expressed their desire to return in the short 
of medium run had in common, reaffirming the hypothesis that migration to 
Spain has served as a tool for them, a reason for which they have also been 
more able to accept the conditions the Spanish labour market subjected them 
to, as discussed in the next chapter. 
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4. Interpreting migration 
The ways in which the women I interviewed for this research related to their 
migration trajectories were varied. Most of them expressed bittersweet 
sentiments over the experience, which in the years they had spent in Spain 
had comprised of emotional and economic ups and downs. The purpose of 
this chapter is to explore further the interpretations these fourteen women 
gave of their experiences. To do so, I shall contrast their stories with 
theoretical perspectives from Chapter 2 in order to verify the validity of the 
research hypothesis: migration has been a means to achieve the goals my 
informants set for their venture. The evaluation of their trajectories and the 
faced inequalities depends on large degree on whether these goals have 
been achieved. 
Talking about the entire migration experience as a whole, ten out of my 
fourteen informants made a positive assessment of it. They had already been 
in Spain for long enough (on average seventeen years) to see most of their 
goals achieved and this gave their tales a sense of accomplishment and 
completion as expressed by Celina: 
I have been a very happy migrant. I am still a migrant, with documentation, with 
my family, but a migrant none the less. This is not my home. […] I have my 
rights and also my obligations, I honour them [the Spaniards] and they honour 
me and nothing more. I think that this land fed my children and I will always be 
grateful, because when I couldn’t, there in my country, I couldn’t do it, this land 
gave me the means to feed my kids and I will always be grateful for it. 
The sentiments expressed in the quote cannot, however, be generalized to all 
of the informants. Despite having done and achieved a lot during their time in 
Spain, four of them felt frustrated because of a recent loss of employment, 
not having been able to study or simply having been away from their families 
for so long. These sentiments are evident in the quote below: 
Mia Luhtasaari      66 
Migration is one of the things that, I’m not going to call it a mistake, it 
happened. But if I was given the opportunity [to migrate] again, no. I’ve missed 
out on a lot of things, a lot of things. I’m telling you, for the first four years I 
wasn’t myself, I was nothing, I wasn’t living. In those four years, maybe in 
Ecuador I could have continued my studies, I could have gotten a degree or … 
just be with my family, with my family… – Ana Leticia  
In addition to these general assessments of the migration experiences, there 
were recurring topics in the interviews: family roles, motherhood, work and 
effects of the recession in Spain. In the below sections I discuss first the 
alternations migration has supposed in familial roles and responsibilities 
before centring the analysis on deeper interpretations of inequalities, 
especially voiced from the perspective of global migrant labour. 
 
4.1. Role in the family 
Feminisation of migration affects the dynamics of a family unit (Vullnetari & 
King, 2011). In the Spanish case, migrant women’s employment has been 
more stable than men’s. The areas of employment available for migrant men 
(construction, agriculture and industry, see section 4.4) were severely 
affected by the economic crisis, while women have been more able to 
maintain their jobs in the care and service sectors and to see their economic 
position strengthened within the family. This can cause changes in the family 
dynamics as reflected in the below quote: 
My husband, he has an inferiority complex, he feels bad about me spending so 
many hours outside of the house. In all of the years we have been here he’s 
telling me “you are always the one who works the bread, you are always the 
one who works the bread”. But I think that if we are a couple then the 
expenses are shared, and if one doesn’t have what to give, the other one has 
to be there. – Carolina  
The changes in familial dynamics also correlate with the Sassen’s (2007, in 
section 2.4.1) notion of enhancing women’s potential to become the public 
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representatives of the family, especially when seeking public services. This 
was confirmed by Carolina when she spoke about having to go about 
resolving bureaucratic questions for her whole family: 
I’m very bold and I get around, if I don’t understand something, my husband’s 
not the one who goes to ask but me. I go and say “look lady, I haven’t 
understood this, could you please explain it to me?” My husband is no good for 
that. To file for his citizenship, well, well, well… I had to go and do it for him! 
And sometimes I tell him, “man, I’m not going to be here always” and I tell him 
to go and ask, because nothing bad will happen.   
In the case of Carolina, she had migrated with her husband. Conversely, the 
majority (12) of my informants had arrived to Spain alone. When migration is 
pursued by just one member of the family unit, this always causes a void 
within it. In the case of the migrating mother, her absence is especially felt by 
her children (Gaitán, 2009; see also next section for more discussion on 
motherhood). It is in this context that Unda and Alvarado (2012: 605) write 
that 
By leaving, the woman lives the double experience of leaving her family, 
especially her sons and daughters, and of approaching to the realization of an 
emancipatory experience, limited by the difficulties of the labour market in the 
country of destiny, but emancipatory none the less. 
By migrating alone, women enhance their agency and, through the sending of 
remittances, they substitute their care giving role with an increased economic 
role. As discussed in the below section, remittances become, by and large, 
the main contribution an emigrant can give to her family from a distance, and 
my informants were proud of the contribution they could make in their 
families: 
Yes, I’ve helped economically; I’ve helped so that my youngest brother could 
study, so that he could have a degree. And yes… I feel proud of all that, that I 
have helped my family a lot and, above all, my parents. – Isabel  
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4.1.1. Remittances 
It does not come as a surprise that the importance of remittances was 
highlighted in the interviews I carried out. The issue was brought up 
especially in the case of the eight women who expressed clear economic 
motives behind their decision to emigrate. Coincidently, seven of them were 
mothers and they had had to leave their children in their countries of origin, at 
least during the early stages of migration. For these informants, the 
motivation for emigrating was to ensure their children had possibilities for a 
better future than what these women perceived they could offer their offspring 
by staying. This meant the main motivation to work endlessly so far from 
home was paying for the children’s daily needs (food, clothing etc.) as well as 
for the schooling expenses at better schools was (Sánchez Carvajal, 2008). 
In the American College, it’s expensive, but, thanks to God, I paid for the 
American College for my three children. And it has been very beneficial for 
them. Yes, because, the oldest and the youngest say that English “Uf! It’s very 
easy”. And my second son is giving English lessons in a school. – Alejandra  
Sanchez Carvajal (2008: 114) makes a reference to a study on the 
Colombian migration and remittances (Garay Salamanca, 2005) by saying 
that “three out of four Colombian households residing in Madrid sends money 
home regularly”. If we look at Figure 7 on registered remittance flows sent 
from Spain, until year 2012 more money transfers were destined to Colombia 
than to Ecuador. Even though there could be a difference in the manner in 
which the remittances are calculated by each Central Bank, considering that 
the Ecuadorian resident population was more numerous in Spain, these 
ought to translate into more remittances. There are two possible explanations 
to the difference in volumes. The first explanation could a more gender 
balanced migration amongst the latter migrant group, meaning that whole 
family units have migrated, making remittances less necessary for the 
immediate family in Ecuador. This scenario, however, contradicts with 
Gratton’s (2007) observation about joint migration not being as frequent as 
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work and she found that “too often in the past women have returned to find 
that their remittances were all spent and no savings made”. A similar 
experience had also happened to my informant Sandra: 
I took a 15.000 euro credit and I had the dream of buying something there, eh, 
to be able to set up a business my mother and brother would be in charge of, 
and then, well nothing, it was with the desire to return, you know? To be able 
to finally… and well nothing. In the end all that money was lost, it was spent, 
they [mother and brother] didn’t make the most of it, they spent it in less than a 
year. So I stayed here to pay for the loan. 
She told her tale in a defeated tone, because she had taken on a heavy 
financial burden with the loan and to see it spent without any durable 
investment contributed to a sense of failure of her migration trajectory, 
because she felt she had nothing to show for the fourteen years she had 
been in Spain. Piper (2008: 1298) speaks for the idea of offering trainings for 
migrant women, aimed at giving them new work-related skills (language, job 
training) and financial skills (budgeting, planning and strategizing for the 
future), which could avoid scenarios as the one lived by Sandra. They would 
also “assist migrant women to reap financial rewards from their overseas 
employment” (ibid: 1298) and as a way to protect female migrants by 
ensuring a degree of success for their migration trajectory.  
As seen in this section, sending remittances to the countries of origin 
constitutes a way to sustain a meso-level connection with members of the 
family left behind, in a similar manner as discussed in reference with the 
macro-level palliating effect remittances can have against brain-drain (Brown, 
2013; see also section 2.2.1). However, monetary remittances can by no 
means alleviate the emotional burden of being away from children, a painful 
consequence of international migration for mothers. 
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4.2. Motherhood 
Motherhood was one of the most recurrent topics in my interviews, as eleven 
out of my fourteen informants had children (in total 21 children amongst 
them), with an average of 1,9 children each. Eight of my informants had had 
children in their countries of origin before migrating, six of them as single 
mothers. Two of my informants were (and continue to be) married when 
emigrating and in both cases the spouses migrated almost together bringing 
their children to Spain with them or soon after. 
On one hand, children were mentioned as a driving force in the migratory 
trajectory in terms of a desire to provide a better future for them, but on the 
other, there was a sense of limitation, especially for some of the informants 
who had their children with them in Spain.  
In the first case, and as already discussed in the previous section 4.4.1 on 
remittances, working for the future of the children left behind in Colombia and 
Ecuador motivated their migration, but so did having them in Spain for most of 
the interviewed women: 
We came here with a life project. To grow roots here, to fight, to learn, to 
become integrated and so that my girl would grow up with a different vision of 
what, of what, of what the youngsters there [in Colombia] think Europe is and 
to travel. - Lorena 
In the second case, a sense of limitation was expressed by two of the 
informants in the context of wishing to leave Spain, but they felt that having 
children with them did not allow the liberty of decision they would have had 
alone. To this sentiment also contributed that the fathers of the children were 
in Spain. 
With the boom of the crisis, many times I’ve… I’ve considered running away 
from Spain to look for other opportunities, but… I feel constrained by my 
daughter […] If I didn’t have her, I would have already left Spain, you know? – 
Sandra 
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The connection between motherhood and international migration was also 
referred to as one of sacrifice, especially for those women who had migrated 
without their children (Unda, 2012). These women have spent between 
twelve and fourteen years away from their children, visiting them only 
occasionally. 
 [My daughter] she did not know it, but coming here has been very hard, 
leaving my daughters and all, but I love my daughters more than anything in 
this life. – Angelina  
The above quote sums up the sentiments mothers expressed during the 
interviews about leaving their children when they migrated. Kettunen and 
Vuorisalo-Tiitinen (2014:186) note that “in Ecuador it is said that a whole 
generation of children has been raised by their grandparents, because the 
parents have both migrated”. This had been the case for two of my 
informants. Additionally two others had left their children on their own – with 
the older children looking after the younger ones and close family members 
nearby. One of my informant’s children were cared for by her brother and on 
this respect she said “my brother has been the father and the mother for my 
three sons. And an aunt has helped me a lot too” (Alejandra). This highlights 
the importance of an extended support network for migrant women, which 
permits their prolonged absences away from their children. It is noteworthy 
that amongst the women I interviewed, none had left their children with the 
father. 
This separation, however, was not permanent for all of the women: five of 
them had brought their children over to Spain. With a great sense of pride 
and accomplishment Celina told me about her efforts to have her four 
children with her: 
When I travelled back to my country to get the visa I brought my daughter. She 
was fourteen. [… Answering a question on what life was like having her 
daughter with her] It was more painful. Because I knew the others were there 
in Ecuador and I just had her. But I worked and worked, until finally I could 
bring my youngest son, he was eleven, and then… the third, no, the second of 
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my children, then, finally the oldest [with his wife and daughter]. I have them all 
here. 
Unfortunately, not all of the attempts to have their children by with them were 
successful. The long working hours and few days off meant the children were 
left at childcare facilities for long hours while the women worked and hardly 
saw them at all. Additionally, the lack of a social support network meant that 
the women had nobody to turn to if they needed help with the children. Faced 
with this scenario, two of the five women who had brought their children over 
decided to send them back to their country of origin: 
[Evaluating how hard the decision was] Yes [laughter],of course it was hard. 
Very difficult, very difficult. It’s one of the phases of my life, of those that don’t 
have, that don’t have a reward. Distancing your children from your side and not 
knowing about them on a day to day basis, how they are growing, and that… 
it’s a high price to pay for being away, you know? – Sandra   
To overcome the emotional strain of being away from their families, these 
women dedicated their time to work, as Celina explains in the below quote:   
Then… well, I went on working, and the more hours I had, the more 
preoccupied my mind was on working and less on thinking about my children, 
whom I had left there. My dream was that, no? To pay for my passage, to pay 
for the coyote who brought me over and to feed my children. 
What becomes clear from the research data is that the reason why my 
informants worked so hard was not solely for the economic gain. Rather, it 
was the means that helped them to support their children and to fulfil to an 
extent their role as mothers, even though it was exercised from a distance. In 
this context Bjeren (1997: 239) notes that “to understand the mechanisms 
behind migration one must question the reason why finding more money is 
vital. The “because” is likely to point also to reproductive processes, which in 
turn may be linked to cultural demands”. 
The “because” can also be found in the motivations for migrating. Especially 
in the case of those of my informants (5) who had continued to work in the 
Mia Luhtasaari      74 
domestic, cleaning or auxiliary health care positions after obtaining a legal 
permission to stay, migration supposed a temporary means to achieve the 
goal of providing for the future of their children in the countries of origin. This 
observation confirms the suggestion Gratton (2007: 590) makes: opting for 
employment in these sectors reflects the intentions migrant women had for 
migrating. Even though the author does not elaborate his statement further, 
but it is confirmed through my research results as expressed in the following 
quote: 
Now that my daughter finished her degree, I’ve stopped working in the 
afternoons [she’s saving up before returning to Ecuador], because before I 
worked from 7am to 10, 11 pm. I’d leave home at dawn and I would return at 
night…The times I’ve been walking in the darkness, and I’d say to myself “ay, 
no! why me, my God, ay no!” [laughter], and I would say to myself “ay, no, no, 
no! Come on Angelina, come on, you have to start again. And to gain strength 
to start the next day”. But in the end, it pays off. - Angelina 
 
4.3. Migrant labour 
The working conditions of long hours, little time off, and having to be at the 
constant disposition of others were especially felt by the six women who took 
up first employment as live-in domestics. Albeit none of my informants spoke 
of particularly abusive employees, the Spanish families they worked for did 
benefit from their irregular status in the country by being able to impose 
working conditions, which did not meet the existing labour standards on 
hours, vacations or pay (Domingo Pérez, 2008). Work in this labour market 
niche also carried a social stigma, which Gratton (2007: 590) describes as 
“the least prestigious and worst paid” type of employment affecting also the 
aspirations the migrant workers may have about transitioning to fields of 
activity more corresponding to their previous qualifications and the goals they 
had set for their migration (see section 3.4.2). I found that these goals played 
a significant role in the interpretation my informants made of their personal 
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experiences as live-in domestics, expressed either through sentiments of 
gratitude or of humiliation. 
The sentiments of gratitude reflected an acceptance of the work conditions in 
this niche entailed as part of the solution for finding employment as irregular 
migrants. Five informants out of the fourteen I interviewed referred to the 
necessity of finding work quickly, because they had acquired debts to finance 
their migration and live-in domestic service was available as an immediate 
option through the migrant networks they became in contact with. This 
attitude towards that first employment was reflected by my informant Celina 
when she said “I had never before worked for anyone else, I’d always worked 
for me and my children. But well, I did the job as though it was my house [I 
was cleaning], at that’s it”. Rapid employment not only meant being able to 
pay back the debt, but it also provided a housing solution for the newly 
arrived migrants who were thus also able to begin sending remittances to 
their families in their countries of origin. 
Four of my informants were in the domestic service sector at the time of our 
interviews, though not as live-in workers any more. Three of them did it part 
time as a temporary solution while they could find other options, while the 
fourth informant, Teresa, had not sought other types of employment in the 
fourteen years she had been in Spain. She had chosen to stay in the sector 
and for her the first job as a live-in domestic servant had enabled her to learn 
the craft: 
They taught me even how to set the table. I didn’t know, because I had no idea 
how set a table, I didn’t know how to make a bed. Where I started working, the 
Spanish lady taught me all of this. That time in my life, I say that it has been 
very useful for me. I learnt things I didn’t know.  
Even though domestic work as such does not meet the definition of a “skilled 
profession”, the above quote reflects a sense of pride in the work she carries 
out. Related to the issue of skills and the social stigma of the domestic work, 
Schorover et al. (2007: 534) note that  
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 “skill”, like wage, is not a neutral concept. Whether a job was classified as 
“skilled” or “unskilled” was mainly determined by the social negotiations that 
surround the definitions of skill. Work is designated as skilled as a result of the 
workers’ collective efforts to protect and secure their conditions of employment. 
To a certain extent the valorisation of domestic employment depends, thus, 
on the access to labour union representation, which in the case of domestic 
migrant workers has proven difficult due to its location between the private 
and the public spheres (see discussion in section 2.3.2). It also relates to the 
gendered division of labour, which categorises domestic work as feminine, 
rendering it less economic value than if it perceived as a job more suitable for 
men (Kruger, 1999). This type of valorisation of the domestic work continues 
to persist in high-income countries despite the autochthonous women’s 
transition into paid sources of employment outside the domestic sphere. 
Thereby, the roles carried out by paid domestic and care workers contribute 
towards maintaining traditional gender roles, both in the societies of origin 
and destiny of the foreign workers. In this context Domingo Pérez (2008: 90) 
states that the reproductive labour has been transferred from one woman to 
the other, while the responsibilities of male family members have remained 
largely unaffected. 
Returning the discussing to the sentiments caused by domestic service 
mentioned before, it was referred to as a humiliating experience especially by 
four younger interviewees who had not left children in their countries of origin 
and whose goals for migration reflected an intention to stay in Spain on an 
indefinite basis. Such was the case for Alma, who described how she felt 
when starting work as a live-in domestic: 
At that moment you break down, and say “my God, I have to put on the 
uniform of a domestic servant”. I had never thought of wearing one, and, man! 
It’s a job done by millions of people in the world, but they hadn’t had a different 
type of job before it, but I had. But well, I speak for myself, it was painful for 
me. 
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Alma’s quote (and Ana Leticia’s quote below) reflects also an awareness for 
the globalised dimension of domestic work, one which the interviewee 
associates with people who have not worked in any other source of 
employment. She had worked as a secretary in a construction firm in 
Colombia and she seemed to consider domestic service degrading for her. If 
the quote is analysed from a different angle, it reflects a consciousness about 
the psychologically and socially humiliating conditions recolonized migrant 
workers sometimes have to assume in the employment niches available for 
them in the labour markets of high-income countries (S. Sassen, 2007). This 
type of consciousness was expressed especially by the four informants who 
had studied at university and who, from the beginning of their migration 
trajectories, had also had aspirations for a job in other areas of employment. 
The availability of employment in the domestic service sector in high-income 
countries is one of the main reasons for the feminization of migration, as 
already analysed in section 2.3.2. If this availability is interpreted according to 
Unda and Alvarado’s (2012) concept of recolonizalism, it serves as an 
expression of global capitalism, attracting underprivileged workers towards 
the labour markets in the global North. Accordingly, the employers in these 
markets do not need to mobilize resources to recruit new workers (ibid: 605), 
because this task is undertaken by the unofficial migrant networks. However, 
the authors also see that the processes of recolonization also benefit migrant 
women, because by taking part in this process their economic agency is 
enhanced (ibid: 606). I find this interpretation correct, in light of the cases of 
the interviewed women. They had voluntarily accepted to take part in the 
global labour market and they also recognized the social position they were 
subjected to in the domestic service niche. While those who chose to remain 
in this sector have accepted this position, the efforts of the women who have 
overcome it are to be recognized. This achieved by understanding the agency 
these women have had in determining the course of their migration trajectory.  
For the seven women who had transitioned professionally to other 
employment options outside the domestic service niche (see section 3.4.2), 
the humiliating experience served as a motive to seek other alternatives. In 
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the lengthy, but relevant quote below Ana Leticia describes this process and 
the feelings she had to live with especially during the initial years of migration, 
while working as a live-in domestic employee: 
I was nobody, it was like we were nothing. Sometimes when talking with 
friends, we’d compare our situations and we were embarrassed to say where 
we worked. We even felt envy; we’d say “Ay, she has a better job than I do. 
And look, we’re still live-in servants and let’s see if we look for something else 
and we can better ourselves and do something more, why not?” I didn’t feel 
myself, I wasn’t myself, looking after others, I didn’t feel… I’m not saying that 
it’s bad, but the persons who work in that have the attitude of looking after an 
elderly person, and our attitude was different. I was blocking myself, I was 
blocking myself and I wasn’t myself. It was simply my body moving, but my 
mind was in a state of static […] I’m telling you, for about four years I was in 
that state […] I had to stay here, because if I returned to Ecuador, people 
would’ve said that I was a coward and that I haven’t done anything, I haven’t 
studied or worked or sent money, so I had that need of “I have to do 
something!”, if I’ve come here it’s to do something. Ok, it may not be in my 
profession, but I can do something more. That’s when I decided to stay longer 
and now I feel myself again, I’m where I want to be. Now I don’t feel like I did 
before. 
The fact that the Spanish labour market has offered alternative possibilities 
for migrant workers who wanted to leave employment niches alludes to a 
relative openness of the markets, but also to the determination of these 
women to do so. Compared to migrants from other parts of the world, they 
benefited from the colonial ties between their countries of origin and Spain: 
the common language meant one less obstacle for occupational mobility. The 
aspects of recolonization as referred to by Balibar (2004) apply here as this 
linguistic legacy privileges Spanish speaking migrants from Latin America. 
However, despite having linguistic advantages it has proven to be difficult for 
my informants to be able to reach the same occupational level they had in 
Colombia and Ecuador. In the early stages of migration the available 
employment opportunities in the ethnic niches meant a negative career 
progression for all but the three informants who had been without a job at the 
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time of migrating. The prolonged stay in Spain can be said to have permitted 
a comparatively positive occupational mobility for eight of the women 
(including three who had arrived as students), while two had reached an 
occupational level similar to the one they had before migrating. For four of my 
informants their occupational level still continued to be below the level they 
had reached in their countries of origin. Lorena had the highest educational 
background amongst my informants (she has a MBA in marketing), but as 
she reflected upon her situation, she seemed accepting of her current 
position as a health care assistant, because she felt migration had fulfilled its 
goal; which for her had been to lead a familial life with her husband and 
daughter. 
As already discussed in section 3.2, what the analysis of my research data 
highlights is the fact that the main reason for migrating for the majority of my 
informants was an ambition to work. This reaffirms the observation made by 
Domingo Pérez (2008: 86) when comparing the labour force activity rate 
between autochthonous and migrant women in the year 2007. While in the 
first category the rate was at 46,3 per cent and for Latin Americans it was at 
76,2 per cent. In this context I must note that not all of my informants took on 
work as domestic employees. Besides the three who started their trajectory in 
Spain as students, other three took on a first employment in the service 
sector (as waitress, sales assistant and dental assistant), never entering the 
domestic service niche. 
Analysing the occupational mobility amongst my informants, it becomes clear 
that domestic service has been a bridging occupation especially towards 
other types of employment at the lower-end of the Spanish labour market. 
The majority of them have remained in positions that can be described as 
typically feminine sources of employment (auxiliary health care sectors, 
cleaning services and restaurant sector). This speaks, on one hand, about 
the available options for migrants and women in the Spanish labour market 
and, on the other, about the professional ambitions the women have. Four of 
my informants had been able to transition to the middle range occupational 
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category of insurance sales, accountancy, telemarketing and one of them had 
set up her own restaurant with her children. 
What the Spanish labour market has been able to offer for eleven of my 
fourteen informants has been a stable source of employment. The feminized 
and often niched areas of work migrant women are in, are also more stable 
and unaffected by economic fluctuations than other areas of employment. 
Work opportunities in the agricultural, construction and industrial sectors that 
many migrant men had taken up have been greatly affected by the economic 
recession, which has shaken the Spanish economy since the year 2008. 
  
4.4. Notes on the global financial crisis and the Spanish recession 
The global financial markets entered into a crisis in 2008. Originated in US 
housing and banking sector, the crisis spread to affect international finances 
and trade (The Economist, 2013). It spread rapidly to other parts of the world, 
affecting European economies severely with immediate effects felt in Austria, 
Ireland, Spain and the United Kingdom (Savona & Oldani, 2011). While most 
of the affected economies recovered relatively soon, the financial crisis 
caused a severe recession in the Southern Member States of the Euro area: 
Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain, which continue to battle its consequences 
in 2015. Without entering here into the details about the effects of the crisis33, 
Subacchi (2011: 67) argues that the crisis  
caught Europe off guard, exposed the limits of its policy framework, 
exacerbated the structural weaknesses of its model of growth—even with the 
possibility that the region’s potential output has been permanently 
downshifted—and emphasized the regional differences and called for a reform 
of its governance model.  
                                                 
 
33  The causes and consequences of the global financial crisis in Europe have been 
extensively covered in recent academic publications such as Etxezarreta et al. (2011) Jordán 
and Tamarit (2011), and Moravcsik (2012). 
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The recession set off by the global financial crisis in the Spanish economy 
was also due to internal problems related to the construction sector, high 
level of external debt and a small domestic industry. As a consequence of the 
crisis the Spanish annual GDP has fallen from $1.635,05 Billion in its peak 
year 2008 to $1.393,04 Billion in 2013 (World Bank, 2015) and the 
percentage of unemployment has risen from a 8,60 per cent in 2007 to a 
23,70 percent at the end of 2014 (National Statistics Institute, 2015).  
In 2014 the number of unemployed people (5.457.700) outnumbered the 
number of registered foreign residents (4.905.495), but it is worthy of noting, 
that Spain continues to have a larger foreign population than before the 
recession (in 2007 the number of residents was 3.979.014), which means that 
migrants still consider Spain a viable destination despite the difficult situation 
of the labour market (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 2014c; 
National Statistics Institute, 2015). 
Unemployment has affected both the foreign-born and the autochthonous 
members of the Spanish population. Two of my informants in this position at 
the time of our interview had the Spanish citizenship, which safeguarded 
them from becoming irregular migrants again.  The situation was different for 
another informant of mine, Alejandra, who had not applied for the citizenship 
before the crisis, and she expressed fears about losing her resident status 
during the interview. She had had to take on precarious jobs in order to be 
able to renovate her residence permit in what she described as an 
atmosphere of intense competition with Spaniards: 
Before I worked at a warehouse during the weekends and bank holidays, none 
of the Spaniards would take those shifts […] Then when the crisis began, they 
put all of us foreigners with temporary contracts out. Now all of the new 
employees are Spanish. And they kick us to the streets saying “Ay you, you to 
your country!” 
Furthermore, she spoke also about struggling to make ends meet and having 
to resort to the informal sector by taking on hours of domestic service and 
selling Colombian food at the weekend gatherings of her countrymen. The 
Mia Luhtasaari      82 
quote also reflects harshened attitudes towards immigrants as reported in the 
2012 Survey on Local Intercultural Coexistence (Giménez Romero & Lobera, 
2014). The survey reports a decrease amongst respondents favourable 
towards migration from 70 per cent to 57 per cent (ibid: 77) and accredits it in 
part34 to the “change in the social representation of immigration […] be it for 
the weight of the economic and employment crisis of the last two years” (ibid: 
78).   
The competition for positions in the labour market has intensified as a cause 
of the recession. This means that Spaniards have taken on jobs in areas that 
used to comprise employment niches for migrants (care services, waitressing, 
agriculture etc.) (Donaire & Vallejano, 2013). My informants spoke about this 
with a sense of irony that is reflected in the following quote:   
But here, there are a lot of jobs the Spaniards do not like. A lot! Now they see 
themselves forced to take them. It’s not because they want to, no, they have 
to, because you either take it or you don’t eat. And that’s why they tell me “but 
how lucky are you, a foreigner and working!”. What they don’t take into account 
is that I’ve been in the company for seven years. Back then no-one wanted to 
clean others’ backsides, no! – Angelina  
The competition for the available jobs places the migrant population under 
pressure in Spain, although the long term effects of the recession in Spain on 
migration trends are yet unknown. As stated before, the immediate 
consequences on the migration trends seem minor, but the longer the 
recession continues, it is fair to assume immigration is likely to proportionately 
decrease. 
On a macro-economic scale, the effects caused by the global financial crisis 
in the economies of Member States of the European Union are likely to 
change the global positioning of the area, which faces challenges in terms of 
                                                 
 
34 The second part of the explanation for the decreased support towards immigration lies in 
the socially expected desirability of a less enthusiastic answer on the matter (Giménez 
Romero & Lobera, 2014: 78). 
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decreasing competitiveness, aging population, slow decision making 
procedures and ineffectiveness in the management of the single currency 
(Moravcsik, 2012; Subacchi, 2011). Whether the political representatives of 
both the national governments and the EU institutions are willing to accept or 
not the area’s changed positioning and the challenges brought on by 
operating in a globalised and interconnected context is a totally different 
issue. As far as the measures supported by the European heads of State in 
the management of the global financial crisis, they indicate that for the time 
being European countries will hold on to their role amongst the principal 
economic actors such as the US, China and Brazil. This is expressed through  
a determination to maintain current structures and approaches intact, and 
restore stability through better management of current global economic and 
financial models. It is a response which seeks to ensure that control of any 
changes rests with the world’s principal economic actors – which includes 
Europe. (van Reisen, Stocker, & Vogiazides, 2009: 2.) 
In the long run, however, if the European economies become less competitive 
than other global actors, this is likely to also affect the direction of the global 
labour migration flows, regardless of the regions attempts to attract workers to 
maintain its competitiveness (Commission of the European Communities, 
16.3.2005). An additional, and more immediate, challenge for the European 
labour markets needing migrant labour is posed by the political environment, 
which seems less accepting of all types of migration. This political 
environment is largely due to the recession in some European countries, 
while the economies have slowed down in others, which has placed migration 
issues under public scrutiny. The electoral success of nationalist or populist 
political parties in countries such as Finland, France, Sweden or the UK in 
2014 and 2015 speak of harshening attitudes towards migration, which may 
lead to more restrictive migration policies (Carmel & Cerami, 2011). 
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5. Concluding discussion 
The purpose of this research has been to answer above all the research 
question “How do migrant women interpret their role in the global labour 
market?” The question was multidimensional, as it included both macro-level 
considerations about the feminization of migration as a consequence of the 
changes in the global labour market. Mostly, however, I focused my research 
on the meso- and micro-level implications of it for the migrant women 
themselves. The primary data obtained through in-depth interviews with 
fourteen Colombian and Ecuadorian women provided a sample, which 
allowed the analysis of the women’s interpretations of their own experiences 
in the global labour market.  
On the macro-level global labour migration from low- and middle-income 
countries can be interpreted as a form of recolonization. It provides workers 
for the labour markets in the high-income countries’, sustaining especially the 
employment sectors at the lower-end of the markets. It benefits from migrants 
willing to accept employment in sectors the autochthonous population regards 
as unsuitable and under conditions which can result humiliating for the 
workers. While the women I interviewed recognized the recolonization effects 
of their migration, they had sought to overcome it by actively seeking other 
employment alternatives.  
Through my research I found that hasty decisions to leave one’s country of 
origin have led to migration experiences of over a decade. The Colombian 
and Ecuadorian interviewed women represent a category of global workers 
who have been able to take a personal advantage of the often unequal 
opportunities globalization has created. By initially accepting the role 
assigned to them in the global labour market, my informants have been able 
to pursue the goals they set for their migration. Through my primary data 
analysis I found that the women I spoke to could be categorized according to 
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the temporality of their migration and the geographic location where their 
migratory goals were set. 
Even though all of my informants had been in Spain for at least twelve years 
at the time of the interviews, I still recognized a pattern amongst those women 
who had migrated on a temporary basis for the achievement of goals situated 
in their countries of origin. These goals were especially related to the 
wellbeing and future of their children. The women in this category had 
professionally remained in ethicised professions in the domestic and care 
service or in the restaurant sector, even though they had had labour mobility 
within particular niches or transitioned from one niche to another. During the 
interviews these informants did not express a will to pursue employment 
opportunities outside these areas. The feminized and niched sources of 
employment had proven secure and stable sources of employment even 
during the ongoing Spanish economic recession, which meant that they had 
been able to work towards achieving their future ambitions, which were 
related to returning back to their countries of origin to re-join their families:  
Yes, I want to return now. I tell my children “take advantage [of me being here], 
finish studying now, because once you do, with pain in my soul, I’m going to 
come back… and may God provide me with the opportunities so that I don’t 
have to work there. That’s why I tell them to make the most of it now. – 
Alejandra   
The second category was comprised of women who had migrated without 
leaving formal family ties in their countries of origin and with an indefinite plan 
to stay in Spain. For them it was harder to accept working in the ethnic niches, 
and through determination they had been able to transition to other 
employment sectors. A common denominator amongst them was on average 
a higher educational level than amongst the other category and they had 
migrated at a younger age. They expressed a clearer awareness about the 
inequalities recolonization supposes for migrants and through determination 
they had overcome these circumstances: 
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To sum up, a great dream, I’ve had to fight and carry on, but that’s the way life is. 
Yesterday, yesterday when I arrived here, I arrived to do the work of a domestic 
servant, I no-longer work in it, I’m in sales and I am an artist. – Alma 
Therefore it can be said that regardless of the existing inequalities of the 
international labour markets created by globalization, the fact remains that 
women who have freely chosen to migrate to work in another country are 
brave in having accepted the challenges and difficulties brought on by such a 
decision. In this sense it can be said that globalization has facilitated their 
agency and given them opportunities to fulfil their migratory goals. Amongst 
the Colombian and Ecuadorian women I interviewed, their migration to Spain 
and their, at least initial, employment in the domestic and care employment 
niches has served to enhance their agency in achieving their migratory goals, 
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Annex I.  Interviewed women 
Gathered here is a summary about the women interviewed for this research. Their names and other personal information have been 
changed in order to protect their identities. 
















Alejandra Colombia 12 In Colombia: 




2002 Unemployed Internal 
domestic service 
(irregular) 
Part time contracts 
in cleaning/ 
warehouse (regular) 












Ecuador 35 In Spain: 
• fiancé 


































Carmen Colombia 56 - Nurse (Spain) 1974 Student Student (regular) Retired (citizen) 
                                                
 
35 Age (+/- two years of real age) at the time of the interviews in May 2014. 
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Carolina Ecuador 37 In Spain: 
• Husband  
• son 
• daughter  
High school 
diploma (Spain) 
1994 Student Waitress (irregular) Restaurant manager 
(citizen) 
Celina Ecuador 55 In Spain: 
• daughter 














2002 Student Student (regular) Accountant (citizen) 
Gabriela Colombia 48 In Spain: 
• fiancé 
IT (Spain) 1988 Student Student (regular) Insurance sales 
(citizen) 

























Sandra Ecuador 39 In Ecuador: 
• son  
In Spain: 



















2000 Sales assistant Internal 
domestic service 
(irregular) 
External domestic 
service (citizen) 
 
